"SHARING THE SAME PREDICAMENT": MUTUAL PERCEPTIONS AND INTERACTIONS BETWEEN KOREAN AND VIETNAMESE INTELLECTUALS, 1900-1925 by HWANG EUNSHIL
  
 “SHARING THE SAME PREDICAMENT”: MUTUAL 
PERCEPTIONS AND INTERACTIONS BETWEEN 





HWANG EUNSHIL  





A THESIS SUBMITTED 
FOR THE DEGREE OF DOCTOR OF PHILISOPHY  
 
DEPARTMENT OF HISTORY 











I hereby declare that the thesis is my original work and it has  
been written by me in its entirety. I have duly  
acknowledged all the sources of information which have  
been used in the thesis. 
 












This thesis was made possible only through the generous help and support of 
many people. I would like to gratefully acknowledge the diverse support I 
have received.  
First, I would like to express my deep gratitude to my supervisor, Associate 
Professor Bruce M. Lockhart, who has always been supportive and 
encouraging at each stage of my graduate study. I have been immensely 
inspired by his boundless enthusiasm and precision for his work, teaching and 
care for students. I really appreciate his close reading of my writing for several 
times, the thought-provoking comments and refining arguments he always 
makes throughout writing of thesis. I am also grateful to Prof. Barbara 
Andaya, Dr. Lee Seung-Joon, Associate Prof. Ian Gordon, Associate Prof. 
Maitrii Aung-Thwin, Associate Prof. Teow See Heng, Dr. Portia Reyes, Dr. 
Oona, and Ms Adeline, for their help and suggestions on the earlier stage of 
writing of thesis, and Prof. Mark McLeod, Prof. Shawn McHale and Dr. 
Gerard Sasges for their careful reading of this thesis and valuable suggestions.  
I have benefited from the friendship and support of many friends in NUS. My 
warmest thanks go to Bae Sohee, Wong Lee Min, Kathryn Sweet, Sandeep 
Ray, Oh Wen-ci, Lau Yu Ching for being a good friend, encouraging me 
always, and reading and editing of my chapters and giving me helpful 
comments. I also would like to thank many good friends, Siriporn Daphet, Zou 
Kunyi and her wonderful husband Sittithep EAKSITTIPONG, Kim Jongho 
and his beautiful wife Jungmin, Do Truong Giang, Cao Yin, Chau Huy Ngoc, 
Abdul Jalil, Marek W. RUTKOWSKI, Kisho Tsuchiya, Anisur Rahman, and 
ii 
 
all of good friends in Department of History as well as Sookjin,Yunju and 
Goeun, for their warm support, and friendship.  
I am thankful to my family in Korea, my parents, Hwang Sunwon and Choi 
Soonhee, my sister Eunhye and brother Paul, for their lifelong support and 
love. I am also grateful to my parents-in-law, Ko Haegon and Kim Okja who 
always trust and support me and my study. Without their encouragement and 
emotional support, this work would not have been possible.     
Last but not least, my deepest gratitude goes to my husband, Hyunsik and my 
children, Eunyu and Eunyul who expressed deep love for me and encouraged 
me whenever I felt tired and down. I have no words to express how grateful I 
am to my family for their love and support. They have been the joy and energy 
of my life. Without the unconditional love of my family, I could not have 














TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
 
Acknowledgements                                              i      
Table of Contents                                               iii 
Summary                                                     vi 
Abbreviations and Short Forms Used in Footnotes                    viii 
 
CHAPTER 1                                                  1 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Phạm      Thái and His Korean Friend                             1 
Why Korea and Vietnam?: The Historical Context and Time Scope between  
1900 and 1925                                                 3 
Literature Review                                               8 
Approach and Research Questions                                 23 
Organization                                                  28 
Materials                                                     29 
 
CHAPTER 2                                                 32 
HISTORICAL AND GEOPOLITICAL CONTEXT: SINOGRAPHIC 
COSMOPOLIS, SHARED EXPERIENCES, AND KOREAN AND 
VIETNAMESE INTELLECTUALS’ REACTIONS IN THE 19 TH CENTURY 
 
Introduction                                                   32 
1. Korea and Vietnam in the Sinographic Cosmopolis                  33 
2. Korean and Vietnamese Shared Experiences in the 19
th
 Century        42 
3. I tellectuals’ Reaction to the New Circumstances                   56 
Conclusion                                                    67 
iv 
 
CHAPTER 3                                                 70 
CHALLENGE AND CHANGE IN KOREAN AND VIETNAMESE 





Introduction                                                   70 
1. The Collapse of the Traditional Worldview                        72 
2. Introduction and Embracement of New Ideas                      95 
3. Interactions between Korean and Vietnamese Nationalists in Japan and 
China: the Beginning of Interactions in the Course of Anti-colonial Activities 
109 
Conclusion                                                  118 
 
CHAPTER 4                                                123 
DEVELOPING INTERACTIONS BETWEEN KOREANS AND 
VIETNAMESE: THE LATE 1910s TO THE 1920s 
 
Introduction                                                 123 
1. The Paris Peace Conference                                  123 
2. Opening a New Phase of Friendship and Cooperation: the Meeting between 
Phạm H ng Thái and Seo Hung-A                               126 
3. Continuing Cooperation between Koreans and Vietnamese after 1924    
134 








CHAPTER 5                                                144 
COOPERATION BETWEEN JAPANESE AND FRENCH EMPIRES 
REGARDING KOREAN AND VIETNAMESE NATIONALISTS  
 
Introduction                                                 144 
1. The Franco-Japanese Agreement in 1907                        145 
2. French and Japanese Agreement in between 1919 and 1920         150 
3. Negotiation between France and Japan, and their Approaches in the 1930s         
                                                           165 
Conclusion                                                  172 
 
CHAPTER 6                                                174 
MUTUAL IMAGES AND PERCEPTIONS BETWEEN KOREAN AND 
VIETNAMESE INTELLECTUALS EXPRESSED THROUGH PRESS 
 
Introduction                                                 174 
1. The Press and the Public Sphere in Korea and Vietnam             179 
2. The Birth of the Image of Each Other (Late 1800s to 1900s)         191  
3. The History of the Loss of Vietnam                             213 
4. Analysis of Articles about Korea or Vietnam in the Vietnamese and Korean 
Press between 1920 and 1925.                                   224 
Conclusion                                                  253 
 
CHAPTER 7                                                258 
CONCLUSION  
 






The first quarter of the twentieth century was a meaningful period in Korea-
Vietnam relations as the knowledge about each other was broadened, and 
interactions frequently occurred. This dissertation concerns the ways in which 
they viewed the world and each other, their interactions, and the implications 
of these exchanges during the period. 
As Korea and Vietnam were part of the Sinographic Cosmopolis and 
Confucian ecumene, Korean and Vietnamese intellectuals shared worldviews 
and responded to new circumstances in similar ways. In addition, they shared 
some experiences regarding imperialism before the twentieth century. Korean 
and Vietnamese intellectuals encountered new ideas via China and Japan, and 
launched reform movements based on their traditional worldviews and East 
Asian versions of Western ideas. An examination of the historical context can 
help explain why Korean and Vietnamese intellectuals focused on China, 
Japan, and each other and the reasons for their similar responses to the 
circumstances. 
In perceiving each other, the recognition that they belonged to the 
Confucian ecumene was important to view themselves and the outside world, 
and to interact with other Asians. Pan-Asianism provided alternate leadership 
in the form of Japan and a rationale for Asian solidarity. It also enabled the 
East Asians to broaden their intellectual boundaries through meetings and 
interactions with nationalists from other part of Asia.  
This study examines their mutual image and perceptions and how these 
changed by focusing on the analysis of contemporary newspapers. Their 
sympathy and cooperation depended on their situation and purpose. Each of 
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them used the other’s case for alarming compatriots or to support arguments. 
Although their perceptions changed over time according to circumstances, 
they did not stop paying attention to each other, which can be attributed to 
their recognition of cultural similarities and common experiences under 
colonial rule.  
This thesis also demonstrates the contacts and interactions between Korean 
and Vietnamese intellectuals, while simultaneously transforming and changing 
their mutual relationships between themselves and with other Asian countries. 
Some Korean and Vietnamese nationalists met each other in China, Japan, and 
France, and from these foreign lands they shared sorrows at the loss of their 
countries. They interacted with each other and pursued cooperation at various 
levels. I argue the cultural similarities played an important role in enabling the 
people from two countries to interact. However, a more important factor in 
their relations was “shari   the same predicame t” of colonization, and 
common purpose for regaining independence, and their cooperation was 
closely related with national interests. 
Moreover, this study traces the role of two colonial empires related to 
Korea and Vietnamese anti-colonialists in the French Concession in China and 
Japan respectively. Franco-Japanese cooperation was very pragmatic. They 
were never entirely free of suspicion of each other, and the distrust evolved 
over time according to changing threat perceptions. The study of Korean-
Vietnamese relations can contribute to broadening our understanding about the 
intellectual history of East Asia, the role of Confucian ecumene, and pan-
Asianism in their worldview and activities. It also highlights the dynamics of 
their interactions in mainly regional terms. 
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Phạm H    Thái and His Korean Friend  
On July 7, 1924, an article entitled “the Last Will of Bum Hong-Tae” 
appeared in the Korean newspaper Donga Ilbo (East Asia Daily) with a 
subtitle, “Sacrifice for 40 million people, [his] only wish is Annamese well-
bei  .” The article started with an introduction of a Vietnamese named Bum 
Hong-Tae (Sino-Korean, 范鴻泰 , Phạm      Thái in Vietnamese). 
According to the article, he was from northern Vietnam and had studied law in 
Japan. He later joined the Vietnam Restoration League to fight for 
independence. In April 1924, the League obtained information about the 
Governor-General of French Indochina, Martial Henry Merli ’s travel mission 
to Japan. Phạm      Thái followed Merlin with ten comrades, waiting for the 
opportunity to assassinate him. The second part of the article reported Thái’s 
testament in detail. It criticized Merli ’s policy in Vietnam as uncivilized and 
justified the Vietnamese desire to kill him. The Korean article ended with a 
short comment, “Thái’s words are indignant and thrilli  .”1 This comment 
attempted to express Korea s’ sympathy and support for Vietnamese 
nationalists, while mindful that the Korean press was censored by the Japanese 
authorities.  
This news article was one of several articles about the incident during 
which Phạm      Thái threw a bomb at Governor-General Merlin on June 
19, 1924. In May and June, Merlin travelled to Japan, Korea, and China, with 
                                                          
1
 Donga Ilbo 7 July 1924.  
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Canton as his last destination. Thái and his comrades carried out their attack at 
the reception at the Victoria Hotel in Canton. Although Merlin survived, five 
people were killed immediately and several others were injured by the 
explosion.
2
 The news spread widely, and Korean newspapers reported it 
quickly, based on information from Chinese newspapers. This incident alerted 
the French Indochinese government to the need to exercise tighter control over 
overseas Vietnamese nationalists, whereas, since the end of World War I, it 
had been largely concerned about threats within the colony.
3
 On the other 
hand, the incident contributed to a revival of the dormant Vietnamese 
independence movements, and stimulated nationalists in other countries, 
including Korea. Korean newspapers started reporting about the incident from 
June 21, and continued their reports until July. Significantly, Thái’s testament 
and photo were sent to the Chinese newspaper Xianxiang Bao (現象報) by his 




This interesting story raises several questions regarding Korean-
Vietnamese relations and activities at that time. What was the motivation for 
Korean and Vietnamese nationalists to move to China and to interact with each 
other? More broadly, what kind of circumstances did they face, and how did 
they interact? The articles show that there was a discourse about Vietnam that 
resonated in Japanese-occupied Korea. Korean and Vietnamese intellectuals 
had known each other and interacted for a long time since they belonged to the 
Chinese-centered tributary system. From the early twentieth century, a public 
                                                          
2
 New York Times 21 June 1924. 
3
 Assoc. Prof. Bruce Lockhart, personal communication. 
4
 ANOM, GGI 65533, 7F53. 
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image of each other was formed, and interactions became more active.  
 
Why Korea and Vietnam?: The Historical Context and Time Scope 
between 1900 and 1925 
It is well-known that Korea and Vietnam have shared similar 
experiences in modern history. For instance, both countries were divided into 
two after the end of World War II and endured civil war. South Korea and 
South Vietnam formed close relations with the US during the Cold War, 
whereas North Korea and North Vietnam maintained close alliances with 
China and the Soviet Union. The dispatch of South Korean army personnel to 
Vietnam in the 1960s derived from these international relations. After the 
reunification of Vietnam by the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV), the 
diplomatic relations with South Korea were severed until 1992, while North 
Korea kept friendly relations with Vietnam. The dispatch of South Korean 
Forces has triggered several continuing issues between Vietnam and South 
Korea, such as multi-racial children in Vietnam.  
Although many people remember these vitally important twentieth-
century historical events, the twentieth century was not the first time that 
Korean and Vietnamese histories were interwoven with each other. Koreans 
and Vietnamese have had cultural similarities such as Confucianism, 
Buddhism, a civil service examination, the use of Chinese characters, and so 
on. Official documents in the Korean and Vietnamese courts were written in 
Chinese characters until the beginning of the twentieth century. Confucianism 
has played an important role not only in politics but also in the society and 
family systems of both countries.  
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Both countries maintained close ties with China through the tributary 
system, regularly sending envoys to China. Information about other countries 
was also circulated in the region via the system. Thus, even without direct 
diplomatic relations, Koreans and Vietnamese had known about each other 
and interacted for a long time. Korean and Vietnamese intellectuals recognized 
these similarities and referred to each other as being “civilized”. In addition, 
there were occasional contacts such as the immigration of Vietnamese in the 
twelfth and thirteenth centuries and the meeting of envoys between the 
fifteenth and nineteenth centuries in Beijing. In particular, the stories of 
meetings between Korean and Vietnamese envoys have recently emerged as a 
popular topic of study in both countries.
5
 These envoys exchanged letters and 
poetry. Some of their stories became famous among contemporaries and later 
generations, though most of their contacts and interactions were temporary, 
and only a very limited number of people in the two countries knew about 
each other before the twentieth century. The cultural similarities and 
occasional encounters stimulated Korean and Vietnamese elites to be 
interested in each other; more recently, shared cultural ties have facilitated 
trans-national marriages and an influx of migrant workers from Vietnam to 
                                                          
5
 For example, Korean studies are Pak Hee-byung, “Chosŏ  huki chisikinkwa Viet am” 
(Vietnam and the Intellectuals of Later Chosŏ ), Hankukmunhwa (Journal of Korean Culture) 
47 (2009): 159-176; Nho Dae-hwan,“18seki hupan~19seki chosŏ  chisiki ŭi Vietnam i sik” 
(A Study of Choson Intellectuals' Perceptions of Vietnam in the Latter Half of the 18th 
Century and the 19th Century), Chosŏnsitaesahakpo (Journal of Chosŏn Dynasty History 
Studies) 58 (2011): 139-169. For Vietnamese studies, see Nguyễn Vă  Kim and Nguyễn Mạnh 
Dũ  , Hankukkwa Vietnamŭi chou;Lịch sử quan hệ Việt Nam - Hàn Quốc (The Encounter 
between Korea and Vietnam;The History of the Relations between Vietnam and Korea) 1895-
1945 (Seoul: Imagine Press, 2013; Hà-nội: Nxb. Lao động, 2014) and International 
Symposium of History of Relations between Korea and Vietnam [henceforth ISHR]. These 
events are also examined outside Korea and Vietnam, such as Liam Kelley, Beyond the Bronze 
Pillars: Envoy Poetry and the Sino-Vietnamese Relationship (Honolulu: Association for Asian 
Studies: University of Hawiian Press, 2005). Recently, a synthesis of earlier studies in Korean, 
Vietnamese and Japanese scholarship appeared: Institution of Koreans Studies of Inha 
University, ed. Hankukkwa Vietnam sasin pukkyŏngesŏ mannata (Korean and Vietnamese 




South Korea.  
It should be noted that there has been controversy over whether 
traditional Vietnamese culture owes more to Chinese influences or indigenous, 
Southeast Asian patterns. This is because Vietnamese culture shows 
characteristics of both East Asia (China) and Southeast Asia as its historical 
experiences were interwoven with both regions. However, Vietnamese 
intellectuals between the late nineteenth and early twentieth century can be 
fitted into the East Asian category. There was diversity among intellectuals 
according to regions and backgrounds, but generally, Vietnamese intellectuals 
during this period shared basic Confucian teaching and morality and used 
Chinese characters. China was a crucial source for knowledge and new ideas, 
and they could easily understand and accept such new ideas through Chinese 
translations. Thus, the term “East Asia” or “East Asian intellectuals” can 
include Vietnam and Vietnamese as well in this thesis, though it is certain that 
the extent of Chinese cultural influence varied.  
Based on the historical context, this study focuses on the experiences of 
Korean and Vietnamese intellectuals under colonialism, the ways in which 
they viewed each other and the world more generally, and how they reacted to 
rapidly changing political circumstances. This study’s main time frame is the 
first quarter of the twentieth century. In the early twentieth century, mutual 
interest began to increase rapidly. Korean and Vietnamese intellectuals 
attempted to draw lessons from other cou tries’ affairs, and many of them 
devoted their lives to anti-colonial activities. They sympathized with each 
other’s pathetic situation. Thus, Korean intellectuals often referred to 
Vietnamese as “sharing the same predicame t” (同病相憐, dong byeong sang 
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lyeon in Korean, đồng bệnh tương lân in Vietnamese)”, using a Chinese idiom 
which means that people having the same sorrow or tragedy empathize with 
each other. At the same time, some Korean and Vietnamese intellectuals 
criticized each other’s outdated responses in terms of dealing with new ideas 
and technology. As their traditional worldview was challenged, their image of 
each other transformed and their relations were changed as well.  
In Korea, there was relatively great interest in Vietnam. Above all, Phan 
Bội Châu’s book The History of the Loss of Vietnam was introduced and 
widely read among Korean elites because its subject seemed to them to be an 
analogue of their fate. In addition, as Vietnamese Rice (Koreans called it 
Annam mi) was imported and spread in the early 1900s, the name “Viet am” 
became familiar to many Koreans. In Vietnam, Liang Qichao’s The Short 
History of the Loss of Korea was introduced and read in Đông Kinh Nghĩa 
Thục (Eastern Capital Free School), the most influential Vietnamese school at 
that time. Although the extent of attention and knowledge about Korea among 
Vietnamese was lower than what Koreans knew about them, it is certain that a 
greater number of Vietnamese people heard about Korea than before. Korean 
and Vietnamese intellectuals occasionally referred to each other in their 
writings as an example of tragedy.  
Moreover, some Korean and Vietnamese nationalists met each other in 
Japan, China, and France. They shared their sorrow at the loss of their own 
country and made efforts to form transnational organizations as a way to strive 
for national independence. After World War I, they tried to present their claims 
for independence to the world powers at the Paris Peace Conference. 
However, the hope of obtaining international support for independence met 
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with disillusionment until the 1920s. Most world powers except the Soviet 
Union were not helpful for them, making it obvious that they needed to find 
more radical ways to regain independence and stimulate their compatriots. 
Korean and Vietnamese anti-colonialists continued to cooperate and support 
each other. The Phạm      Thái incident was one of the most notable 
examples of such a relationship.  
Meanwhile, there are a number of parallels between Korean and 
Vietnamese i tellectuals’ actions against foreign aggression. For instance, 
traditional elites in both countries resisted foreign invasion in similar ways. 
Some started movements to protect the monarchy, while others launched 
reformation movements within a Confucian framework. After these attempts 
failed or during armed resistance, other groups of younger intellectuals 
introduced Western thought more actively and embraced it while maintaining 
their Confucian worldview. New terms and ideas were introduced through 
Chinese and Japanese translations and neologisms. Generally, this new 
generation of intellectuals, who embraced Western knowledge within a 
Confucian cultural background, played a main role in anti-colonial movements 
by the middle of the second decade of the twentieth century in both countries. 
As this  e eratio ’s attempt at independence failed, nationalists were seriously 
divided into several sections and groups, which would open the way for 
communism to play an important role in both countries.  
Overall, the first quarter of the twentieth century was a dynamic period 
when colonialism and imperialism alerted people to the necessity of knowing 
about international affairs in East Asia, and rapid circulation of information on 
foreign affairs was facilitated by the development of journalism and print 
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culture. As a result, their knowledge of each other was enlarged, which 
occurred in conjunction with radical changes in their worldview. In addition, 
contacts and interactions between Korean and Vietnamese intellectuals 
increased significantly. Moreover, it was a time before the intellectuals were 
seriously divided by the influence of communism and other radical ideologies. 
Thus, the perception of, and interactions between each other during the period 
reveal a more or less general trend, regardless of ideological inclination.  
 
Literature Review 
Studies of Colonial Korea and Vietnam 
Colonial Korea and Vietnam are both popular research areas, receiving 
great attention from both local and foreign scholars. The studies have been 
greatly affected by domestic and international situations such as division, civil 
war, and the Cold War. In addition, two different historiographies competed 
inside each country, since Vietnam was divided into two from independence to 
1975 and Korea remains divided. After Viet am’s unification in 1975, 
Marxism became the main framework to interpret history although this project 
had already begun in the DRV much earlier. On the other hand, South Korean 
historiography still competes with that of Democratic People's Republic of 
Korea and at the same time, is confronted with the issue of resolving the 
colonial interpretation of Korean history. In common with other Asian 
countries, the nationalist discourse has prevailed and still plays a dominant 
role in history studies in general.  
In particular, studies of the colonial period have focused on anti-colonial 
narratives of resistance, whereas other kinds of discourse and activities have 
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tended to receive less attention. For example, studies of Vietnam in both 
Vietnam and the US intensively focused on anti-colonial struggles, in 
particular on H  Chí Minh and the Indochinese Communist Party (ICP).6 
Studies about nationalists have focused on more active anti-colonial figures 
such as Phan Bội Châu in Vietnam and Shin Chae-ho in Korea. By contrast, 
studies about relatively moderate nationalists, monarchy, and those deemed 
collaborators did not attract great attention before the 1980s. However, more 
recently there have been constant attempts to look at the colonial period more 
comprehensively inside and outside Korea and Vietnam. These studies have 
revealed that there were various ranges of ideas, competition between ideas, 
and ambiguity in i tellectuals’ writings and activities which cannot be 
interpreted exclusively as pro-independence activities.  
Japanese colonization and its brutal policy, and Korea s’ independence 
movements have been the common theme of Korean studies throughout this 
period. For the first several decades after independence in 1945, the main 
research topics were the course of colonizing Korea, patriotic enlightenment 
movements, Japanese colonial policy, the March First movement in 1919, and 
the Korean Provisional Government (KPG) between 1919 and 1945 in China. 
Generally, Korean scholars’ studies have tried to refute the Japanese colonial 
view of Korean history which emphasized Korea’s weaknesses and Japa ’s 
contribution to its modernization. Postcolonial studies highlight Korea s’ 
resistance to the Japanese and assert that without colonization Korea might 
have been able to develop economically and modernize by itself.  
However, scholars of other countries such as Americans, have not 
                                                          
6
 Tuong Vu, “Viet amese Political Studies and Debates on Vietnamese Natio alism”, Journal 
of Vietnamese Studies 2, 2 (2007), p. 195. 
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always agreed with this narrative and have emphasized the contribution of 
Japanese capitalism to Korea’s economic development during the colonial 
period and the origin of Korean modernity. By contrast, Korean scholars have 
tended to stress Korea’s suffering and the negative effects of colonization, 
emphasizing Koreans’ potential and internal development before Japanese 
rule. Some American scholars, however, consider such a view to be an 
application of modernization theory that is inappropriate for the interpretation 
of Korean history.
7
 Korean nationalist scholars, though, object to such a 




From the 1980s, there have been attempts to expand the scope of 
research and avoid the dichotomy of resistance vs. pro-Japanese, although 
different approaches between Korean and American scholars persist. In 
addition, as research topics and scope have broadened, scholars have paid 
more attention to communist movements and peasant and labour movements 
as well as overseas Korean activities in China, Russia and Japan.
9
 For 
example, scholars such as Kim Dong-taek focus on the ambiguous and 
complex attitudes of Korean intellectuals toward imperialism and Japan. In 
addition, studies on Social Darwinism and modernity reveal that there were 
                                                          
7
 For example, Carter J. Eckert and American Council of Learned Societies, Offspring of 
Empire: The Koch'Ang Kims and the Colonial Origins of Korean Capitalism, 1876-1945 
(Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1991); Henry Em, "Haeoe hakkye tonghyang: mikuk 
nae hankuk kŭ taesa yŏ ku tonghyang" (“State of the field: Studies on Modern Korean 
History in the United States”), Yŏksawa hyŏnsil (History and Reality) 23 (1997), pp. 194-200; 
Pak Chan-seung, “Mikukŭi hankuksa yŏ kuto  hya  ” (The Current Study on Korean 
History in the US), The 24th Seminar of the Eastern Studies, Taetongmunhwayŏnku (Great 
East Cultural Study) 32 (1997), pp. 399-411.  
8
 See Pak Hwan, “20seki hankuk kŭ hyŏ taesa yŏ kuto  hya  kwa mu chechŏm” (The 
Researches in Recent Korean History and Their Problems), Hankuk minchokuntongsayŏnku 
(Studies on Korean Nationalist Movements) 21 (1999): 329-390; Lim Ji-hyun, 
“ a kuksahakkyeŭi minchok ihaee taehan pip'a chŏk kŏmt'o” (A Critical Review about 
Korean  istoria s’ Understanding of Nation, Criticism on  istory”, Yŏksapip'yŏng (Journal 
of History and Criticism) 26 (1994): 114-137. 
9
 Pak, “Researches in Recent Korean  istory”, pp. 354-374. 
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different perspectives among intellectuals toward foreign countries such as 
Japan and China.
10
 Shin Gi-wook’s study reveals that the development of 
Korean nationalism was the result of a complicated process of competition 
among various ideologies, disclosing the nature of colonial modernity.
11
 
Michael Robinson also describes the rise and transformation of colonial 
modernity in Japanese-ruled Korea. In a similar vein, Andre Schmid highlights 
competition among ideologies by examining journalism in Korea.
12
  
The subject of studies on colonial Korea has diversified, and its scope 
has been expanded from politics and economic studies to gender, Japanese 
settlers, missionaries, and modernity.
13
 For instance, Jun Uchida’s study 
compares Japanese settlers in Japanese-ruled Korea to French settlers in 
French African colonies such as Algeria, which contributes to deepening 
understanding of colonial Korea from a comparative perspective. It seems that 
Japanese-ruled Korea is now being studied through the lens of Western post-
                                                          
10
 V. M Tikhonov, Social Darwinism and nationalism in Korea: the beginnings (1880s-
1910s): "Survival" as an Ideology of Korean Modernity (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2010); Kim 
Dong-taek, “Toklipsi mu e nat'anan kukkawa kukmi ŭi kae yŏm” (“The Conception about 
Nation and People in The Independent), Hankukŭi kŭntaewa kŭntaekyŏnghŏm simp'ochiŏm 
(Symposium for Korea’s Modern and Modern Experience). Seoul: Ihwa Wome ’s University 
(2003): 103-144; Lee Kwang-rin, “Kaehwaki ha kukŭi asiayŏ taelo ” (Korean Alliance with 
Asian Neighbours in the Late Chosŏ  Dynasty), Hankuksayŏnku (Korean History Studies) 61 
(1988): 285-299; Yoon Il, et al.“Kŭ tae ilponkwa ha kukŭi sahoechinhwalonkwa a ak'ichŭm 
yŏ ku: kot'ok'u syusŭiwa si ch'aeholŭl chu  simŭlo” (A Study on Social Darwinism and 
Anarchism in Modern Korea and Japan - with Shin Chaeho and Kotoku Shusui as the Central 
Figure-), Tongpukamunhwayŏnku (Journal of North East Asian Culture Studies) 14 (2008): 
67-100. 
11
 Shin Gi-Wook, Ethnic Nationalism in Korea: Genealogy, Politics, and Legacy (California: 
Stanford University Press, 2006). 
12
 Andre Schmid, Korea between Empires, 1895-1919 (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 2002); Shin Gi-Wook and Michael Robinson, eds. Colonial Modernity in Korea 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Asia Center, 1999). 
13
 Yun Hae-dong, Sikminchiŭi hoesaekchitae (Gray zone in colonial Korea) (Kyungki: Critics 
of History Press, 2003); Alexis Dudden, Japan’s Colonization of Korea: Discourse and Power 
(Honolulu: University of  awai‘i Press, 2004); Jun Uchida. Brokers of Empire: Japanese 
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colonial studies rather than as a uniquely Asian phenomenon. In international 
relations, China has occupied an important position in Korean studies that 
examine the first quarter of the twentieth century. These studies generally tend 
to illustrate the activities of Korean nationalists and the provisional 
governments in China as well as relations between the KPG and the 
Guomindang government or interactions between Korean and Chinese 
communist movements.
14
 Overall, these studies shed light on the complexity 
of colonial Korea and Japanese imperialism, and describe how thought and 
movements were transmitted as people interacted in the region.  
Many scholars of Vietnamese studies have paid attention to Vietnamese 
nationalism or anti-colonialism as well as the course of revolution. In 
particular, as mentioned above, DRV (and subsequently SRV) scholars have 
located H  Chí Minh and the ICP in the centre of historical discourse.15 
Works by David Marr, William Duiker, and Alexander Woodside in the 1970s 
has provided great preliminary studies for the understanding of Vietnamese 
anti-colonialism and nationalism.
16
 These studies also deal with various 
groups of intellectuals and their activities.  
As for the first quarter of the twentieth century, common topics are the 
patriotic reform movements such as the Đông Du movement, Đông Kinh 
Nghĩa Thục, anti-colonial resistance, and the ideas and activities of Phan Bội 
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Châu and Phan Chu Trinh.
17
 The đổi mới ("renovation") policy since the late 
1980s has enabled Vietnamese historians to reconsider and re-evaluate the 
country's past by providing some scope for flexibility, including greater 
attention to non-communist nationalist figures.
18
  
Likewise, many recent studies on the Vietnamese monarchy, journalism, 
prisons, Catholicism, historiography, and so on have revealed various aspects 
of Vietnamese politics, society, and intellectual activities, providing a broader 
picture of colonial Vietnam.
19
 In addition to this, the understanding of the 
Vietnamese revolution has been deepened through several studies such as 
those of Hue-Tam Ho-Tai and Marr which demonstrate how communism was 
able to appeal to many Vietnamese and finally won by examining various 




With respect to international relations, studies show that in general the 
Vietnamese focused on China and Japan rather than Southeast Asia before the 
establishment of the ICP in 1930. Even after establishment of the ICP, 
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Vietnamese relations with the Chinese and Japanese were very important in 
terms of anti-colonial and communist activities. Although there are not many 
studies focusing on China-Vietnam relations during the first quarter of the 
twentieth century, several studies dealt with the role of China as a provider of 
refuge and support for Vietnamese anti-colonial activities as mentioned 
above.
21
 Vietnamese-Japanese relations have also received attention, notably 
from Tran My-van.
22
 Meanwhile, Christopher Goscha focuses on Viet am’s 
linkage with Southeast Asia in his two books.
23
  
Regarding the common impact on Korean and Vietnamese intellectuals, 
studies on pan-Asianism in the early twentieth century need to be mentioned 
although there are few comprehensive or comparative studies of pan-Asianism 
in Korea and Vietnam. Pan-Asianism emerged around the 1870s in Japan as a 
critique of the Meiji Westernization and Japa ’s foreign policy toward East 
Asia within the Freedom and People’s Rights Movement.24 Besides, there 
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[henceforth NCLS] 278 (1995): 19-29; Shiraishi Masaya, “Pha  Bội Châu in Japa ”, in Phan 
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were several groups who emphasized close ties with China or Korea in Japan. 
After the First Sino-Japanese War, the yellow peril discourse in Europe and 
America made more Japanese intellectuals become suspicious of the Western 
cou tries’ intention and highlight solidarity with China “both to avoid the 
breakdown of that nation and to create solidarity within the yellow race”.25 




Korean and Vietnamese nationalists and students moved to Japan and 
met or received support from Japanese pan-Asianists from the late nineteenth 
century. Korea was already considered as a member of pan-Asian unity or 
cooperation by some pan-Asianists, but nationalists from Southeast Asia, 
South Asia and even Western Asia also came to Japan and sought Asian 
solidarity.
27
 The edited volume Pan-Asianism: A Documentary History, 
volume 1: 1850-1920 shows how pan-Asianism provided a powerful ideology 
for the interaction of Asian intellectuals in Japan.
28
 Cemil Aydi ’s Politics of 
Anti-Westernism in Asia: Visions of World Order in Pan-Islamic and Pan-
Asian Thought comparatively analyzes pan-Asianism and pan-Islamism as 
anti-Western discourses and explores “the role of transnational imagination 
and identity in international history.”29  
Recent studies on Korean intellectuals reveal that their attitudes toward 
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Japan and pan-Asianism were more complicated than has been recognized by 
largely anti-Japanese Korean historiography. Many Korean intellectuals urged 
their countrymen to learn from Japa ’s modernization and supported its 
leadership in Asia before 1910.
30
 Although there are not many studies on 
Viet am’s dealings with pan-Asianism, some studies on Vietnamese 
intellectuals such as Shiraishi Masaya’s show that this ideology was influential 
in conceptualizing international affairs and encouraging Vietnamese 




Studies of Korean-Vietnamese Relations 
After normalization of diplomatic relations between South Korea and 
Vietnam in the early 1990s, Vietnam largely switched its focus from North to 
South Korea while maintaining relations with Pyongyang. The growth of ties 
between South Korea and Vietnam in politics, economy and culture stimulated 
academic study not only in politics and economy, but also in history, 
anthropology, linguistics, and so on. This development has produced attempts 
to view Korean and Vietnamese history through a comparative perspective and 
to find interactions between the two countries. Three international conferences 
from 2007 to 2009 about Korea-Vietnam relations contributed to synthesizing 
earlier studies conducted in each country.
32
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For the period prior to the twentieth century, the story of three 
Vietnamese immigrants to Korea in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries and the 
meetings and poetry exchanges between Korean and Vietnamese envoys in 
Beijing are well-known and quite thoroughly studied in both countries. For the 
twentieth century onwards, the Vietnam War, recent economic and cultural 
interchange and its implications, and the influx of Vietnamese immigrants as 
workers or brides to South Korea have received a lot of scholarly attention 
from various fields of study. As for South Korea’s participation in the Second 
Indochina War, however, the two countries have agreed to put such historical 
issues aside for the sake of friendship and cooperation.
 33
 
 Regarding the early twentieth century, the impact of The History of the 
Loss of Vietnam has been studied by several Korean scholars.
34
 Generally, 
these studies mostly highlight the book’s impact on Korean society and the 
reasons for its popularity, and the influence of Liang Qichao’s writings and 
ideas, despite the fact that the book’s principal author is Vietnamese Phan Bội 
Châu. These studies also pay less attention to how it affected Korean 
i tellectuals’ image of Vietnam. Thus, it is necessary to study the book’s 
significance for both these intellectuals and the Japanese colonial authorities, 
which will be discussed in Chapter 6.  
Several studies examine Korean and Vietnamese perceptions of each 
other and their attempts to cooperate in independence movements. These 
studies show that each other’s case was generally used as an example to 
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awaken their countrymen and urge reform in both countries, and at the same 
time, they sympathized with each other. For example, according to Youn Dae-
yeong, the colonization of Vietnam alarmed Korean intellectuals since the late 
1880s, and the Korean press reported the course of colonization of Vietnam 
and the resistance of the Vietnamese.
35
 Jung Kun-sik’s study argues that 
Japa ’s political situation and relations with Western powers affected colonial 
censorship and propaganda, which led to the change of Japa ’s policy 
concerning reporting news about Vietnamese resistance and French policy in 
Korea. According to him, Japan forced the Korean press not to publish news 
about Viet am’s resistance for the earlier period, but allowed and even 
encouraged press criticism of French policy in Vietnam after the Second Sino-
Japanese War to promote anti-western colonialism propaganda.
36
 Meanwhile, 
Han Sang-do and Yem In-ho stress that Korean independence activists in 
China pursued an alliance with Vietnamese independence activists against 
international imperialism and Fascism.
37
 
There are relatively fewer studies about Vietnamese perceptions of 
Korea in the early twentieth century. For instance, Youn Dae-yeong hardly 
discusses Vietnamese perceptions of Korea, rather concentrating on their 
views of Japan and the other member of French Indochina (Cambodia and 
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 Although several Vietnamese scholars examine Vietnamese 
perceptions of Korea, these studies focus on special events and figures. For 
example, Chương Thâu’s study focuses on Korean and Vietnamese 
cooperation in anti-colonial activities, exemplified by several cases such as 
relations between Phạm      Thái and Seo Hung-a, the translation of Phan 
Bội Châu’s Y hồn đan (醫魂丹) into Korean, and the formation and activities 
of the League of Oppressed Peoples.
39
 Nguyễn Vă  Kim and Nguyễn Mạnh 
Dũ  ’s study looks at H ’s articles about Korea, which compare Japanese 
policy with French policy in Vietnam, criticizing Japan as being no different 
from other imperial powers, and giving Korea as an example in comparison to 
the resistance of Egypt and India.
40
  
Most of these studies focus on only one country, either Vietnam or 
Korea, and specific topics or figures, which are insufficient to provide a 
comprehensive understanding of the period. In addition, although previous 
studies have revealed Korean and Vietnamese i tellectuals’ perspectives 
towards each other and discovered many interesting points, there is relatively 
little analysis about Vietnamese perceptions toward Korea.  
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Studies of Korea and Vietnam from a Comparative Perspective 
The following studies are the most comprehensive and relevant works 
which place Korea and Vietnam together in the frame of East Asian 
civilization, asserting that Confucian civilization brought cultural similarities 
which led the two cou tries’ intellectuals to follow a similar course in terms of 
shaping ideas and launching activities. Alexander Woodside may be the first 
scholar to seriously examine Vietnam within the Confucian world and 
compare it to Korea. His first work, Vietnam and the Chinese Model, describes 
how intensively the early-nineteenth-century Vietnamese court tried to apply 
the Chinese model for systems of politics, bureaucracy, administration, civil 
service examination and education. Woodside also briefly deals with the 
Korean system and compares it to the Vietnamese, describing how the Chinese 




In a later article, Woodside examines the political systems of Confucian 
monarchies from a global perspective, showing how the three countries 
developed a “se se of collective ide tity” within the Confucian framework.42 
He develops his arguments about Western-oriented concepts of modernity in 
his recent monograph on “lost moder ities”. His main argument is that since 
the concept of modernity in Western history has been oversimplified, it must 
be revised in the Asian context. In the book, he extends the scope of his 
research to the “three ma dari ates”: Korea, China, and Vietnam.43 Focusing 
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on pre-twentieth-century Vietnam and Korea, Woodside’s studies provide a 
solid background to examine Korea and Vietnam within the Confucian cultural 
framework.  
William Pore’s and Youn Dae-yeo  ’s studies cover the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth-century Korean and Vietnamese intellectuals and their 
worldview. Pore examines and compares the activities and ideas of prominent 
nationalists Pak Eun-sik and Phan Bội Châu between 1890 and 1920. 
According to him, Pak’s and Pha ’s ideas and activities reflected the heritage 
of Confucian culture among intellectuals, and the anti-colonial biases against 
outside dominance had been formed in history through each cou try’s 
relations with China.
44
 Pore defines the Confucian world with other shared 
cultural factors such as Buddhism and Daoism as a “Classical ecume e” and 
highlights “the duality of [‘Viet am’s and Korea’s] inclusion in the China-
centred classical ecumene and their consciousness of their states’ autonomous 
separateness from Chi a” in the thought and activities of Pak and Phan.45  
His study is important to show the continuity of Chinese cultural 
influence on Korean and Vietnamese i tellectuals’ ideas and activities, which 
constitutes one of the main arguments of this thesis. In addition, his study is 
based on classical Chinese sources which were written by Korean and 
Vietnamese intellectuals. Moreover, his analysis of transnationalism, 
nationalism and Confucianism has a lot of insight and relevant points for this 
thesis. Although Pak and Phan were significant and appropriate figures for 
Pore’s study, if we broaden his scope, it would give a more comprehensive 
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understanding of the role of a “classical ecume e” in the two cou tries’ 
i tellectuals’ way of thinking and activities.  
Youn Dae-yeong concentrates on the role of “New Lear i  ” from 
Western ideas and “New Books” in Korea and Vietnam between 1897 and 
1911.
46
 Although his main focus is to understand the ideas and reformist 
movements through New Learning and New Books, he traces the movement 
of intellectual influences back to sixteenth-century Korea, Vietnam and China. 
Describing the introduction and diffusion of new knowledge in these 
countries, he illustrates how they were closely connected and how reformist 
movements in the region resembled one another, but at the same time, evolved 
differently. His study explores a wide range of primary and secondary sources 
in East Asian countries. However, since he deals with various topics which 
range over long spans of time in East Asia and focuses on New Learning and 
New Books, he relatively pays little attention to certain aspects of Korean and 
Vietnamese relations such as the characteristics of their relationship and the 
influence of various events on their perceptions toward each other. 
Nevertheless, his study is an excellent preliminary study for future study of 
East Asia from a comparative perspective and greatly helpful for the study of 
Korea-Vietnam relations as it provides various primary and secondary sources.   
Recently, Youn Dae-yeong, Nguyễn Vă  Kim and Nguyễn Mạnh Dũ   
published a new book on Korean-Vietnamese relations in the first half of the 
twentieth century entitled The Encounter between Korea and Vietnam (The 
History of the Relations between Vietnam and Korea in Vietnamese 
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 The book is divided into two parts, one by Youn 
and the other by the two Vietnamese scholars. Youn focuses on Korean and 
Vietnamese ideas and interactions as broadening his previous studies into 
Korean perceptions of Vietnam and interactions between Koreans and 
Vietnamese during the whole period, whereas Nguyễn Vă  Kim and Nguyễn 
Mạnh Dũ   pay more attention to economic interchange and struggles against 
imperialism in the two countries comparatively, and apply a socialist 
framework to interpret colonial Vietnam and Korean history. The book tends 
to put separate studies from both countries together, rather than elaborating the 
topic by joint and fully comparative research.  
 
Approach and Research Questions 
As seen above, Korean and Vietnamese scholars’ interest in history of 
the two countries’ relations and comparative studies has increased, but there is 
a need to explore more diverse aspects of Korea-Vietnam relations during the 
colonial period. In particular, it is necessary to study Korean and Vietnamese 
intellectuals through a comparative and transnational approach as several 
studies have done. The transnational movements also affected the formation of 
their way of thinking as well as their activities. Hence, a purely national 
approach can limit our understanding of Korean and Vietnamese i tellectuals’ 
ideas and activities at that time. 
The transnational nature of their relations can be seen not only in their 
interactions but also in their worldview. As previous scholars such as 
Woodside, Pore, and Youn emphasized the significance of cultural similarities 
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which had been shaped in Sino-centric world, Chinese civilization, in 
particular, as the ethos of Confucianism spread in East Asia throughout 
history, established a cultural sphere beyond the states in China. It can be 
called a “Co fucia  ecume e”, like the Christian ecumene in European 
history.
48
 The term “Sinographic Cosmopolis” coined by Ross King is also 
useful as it refers to the shared East Asian intellectuality which transcended 
the “ eo raphical, political and linguistic boundaries for much of the second 
mille  ium”.49 Both terms are useful to understand how and why East Asians 
showed similarities in their responses to Western imperialism, their adoption 
of Western ideas, their reforms and anti-colonial activities, and their 
interactions. Although China lost its position as a leader in East Asia, a 
Confucian ecumene still functioned as seen in later chapters of this thesis. This 
thesis uses “Confucian ecumene” when referring specifically to the influence 
of Confucianism and “Sinographic Cosmopolis” when discussing a broader 
shared worldview among East Asians.   
In the early twentieth century, Korean and Vietnamese intellectuals 
desired to cooperate with anti-colonialists from other countries, which led to 
the formation of intra-Asian cooperative organizations in Japan and China. As 
mentioned above, in the movements, pan-Asianism played a significant role 
ideologically and organizationally. First, along with Social Darwinism, it 
provided a framework to interpret their similar circumstances and struggle 
between Asians and Westerners, and gave the solution of pan-Asian 
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cooperation to overcome the crisis. Second, it contributed to de-centering 
China in the East Asian world order and shifting to recognize Japa ’s 
leadership.
50
 Third, in spite of diverse opinions among pan-Asianist groups in 
Japan, generally pan-Asianism motivated and mediated contacts and 
cooperation among Asian nationalists, including Koreans and Vietnamese. 
These interactions not only paved the way for later cooperation but also led to 
the transmission of new Western ideas such as Anarchism and Marxism, and 
shared criticism of imperialism. Finally, the urgency of confronting Western 




In addition, since Vietnam and Korea were colonized by France and 
Japan respectively, their activities and interactions were restrained by the two 
empires. Thus, the role of the colonial powers has to be considered as well. 
Although the relations between empires and the nature of imperialism are not 
the main concern of this thesis, the study of Franco-Japanese relations and 
their cooperation in order to control, monitor or restrict Korean and/or 
Vietnamese anti-colonial activities helps make sense of the broader context 
faced by these anti-colonialists, and it reveals the limitations on cooperation 
between the two empires.   
The main actors in this study are Korean and Vietnamese intellectuals 
during the late nineteenth and the early twentieth centuries. The term 
“intellectuals” has quite a broad sense in this thesis. It refers to educated men, 
who were able to read and write Chinese characters, and thus communicate 
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with other East Asians and share sentiments and meanings that Chinese 
characters and idioms imply. Among intellectuals, some groups embraced new 
ideas quickly and took responsibility to lead their countries. They played a 
major role in introducing and distributing new ideas from the West through 
journalism as a forum to express their ideas and to enlighten their compatriots, 
and devoted themselves to the reform, modernization, or independence of their 
country. Their ideas affected one sector of public opinion via the press; at the 
same time, public opinion influenced editors to some extent in their choice of 
topics and views. 
 These intellectual groups were not homogeneous but comprised a 
diversity of voices. For some, the priority was independence, while others 
pursued modernization and progress as objectives to be achieved within a 
colonial framework before the eventual winning of independence. This thesis 
focuses on two groups of people: Korean and Vietnamese intellectuals who 
moved overseas and interacted with each other, and those who expressed their 
ideas of each other’s countries through journalism. For overseas interactions, 
anti-colonialists will be the main focus. As seen later, many intellectuals were 
political activists during this period. Men such as Phan Bội Châu in Vietnam, 
and Shin Chae-ho in Korea, were intellectuals and at the same time political 
activists. Thus, “intellectuals” in this thesis include political activists as well.  
By contrast, moderate nationalists and collaborators in both places were 
less likely to travel overseas because they were more comfortable with their 
colonial environment and somewhat less motivated to seek out like-minded 
Asians in other countries even though they went to Japan or France. In fact, 
the colonial regimes often forced anti-colonialists to flee, as in the case of 
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Phan Bội Châu, while accepting to work with and even employ conservatives 
such as Phạm Quỳnh, etc. 
Although this study pays great attention to interactions and cooperation 
between Korean and Vietnamese anti-colonialists, it tries to avoid a historical 
discourse exclusively shaped by narrow “nationalist” criteria. The term 
“ atio alist” does not only refer to anti-colonial activists but covers a wide 
range of groups and individuals who have a consciousness of the nation and 
pursued freedom and sovereignty, ranging from moderate reformists to radical 
groups and communists. Thus, I use “ atio alist” as a superordinate term to 
cover various groups, including anti-colonialists.  
As mentioned above, during the period of this study, mutual interest, 
contacts, and interactions between Koreans and Vietnamese rapidly increased. 
This study is about Korean and Vietnamese relations, and is at the same time, a 
comparative study about Korean and Vietnamese intellectuals’ ideas and activities. 
Several broad questions will be examined. Firstly, this study starts with how 
cultural similarities evolved in Korea and Vietnam in the context of the 
Sinographic Cosmopolis, along with their involvement in global history from 
the middle of the nineteenth century onward, particularly the reactions of 
Korean and Vietnamese courts and intellectuals to the new circumstances. The 
second question is about how the contemporary geopolitical context affected 
traditional worldviews by introducing new ideas which impacted i tellectuals’ 
way of shaping and articulating their thoughts, in particular their changed 
perceptions of China, Japan, and each other. Finally, I will look at Korean and 
Vietnamese i tellectuals’ interactions, as well as the impact of colonial 




This thesis consists of five main chapters. Chapter 2 deals with the 
historical and geopolitical context, including the cultural similarities between 
Korea and Vietnam in Sino-centric world, exposure to foreign powers and 
involvement in the world system of colonization, and courts’ and i tellectuals’ 
response to the new environment and the threat from the West in the 
nineteenth century. Chapter 3 focuses on the changes in i tellectuals’ way of 
thinking and the transformation of their worldview from the late nineteenth to 
the early twentieth century. The chapter discusses the decline of China and rise 
of Japan, as well as the Chinese Revolution of 1911 and its impact on the 
Korean and Vietnamese worldviews. Then, it examines the influence of New 
Learning and Social Darwinism on the i tellectuals’ worldview and activities 
in reactions to those historical events. Finally, the chapter explores contacts 
and interactions between Koreans and Vietnamese by the early 1910s.  
Chapter 4 continues to explore Korean and Vietnamese interactions in 
Paris and China. This can be understood as a second phase of their 
interactions. After World War I, being encouraged by Wilso ’s notions of self-
determination and equity of nations’ stance, Korean and Vietnamese 
intellectuals worked and interacted in Paris. Their interactions and cooperation 
continued in China as participants in Asian nationalist organization.  
Chapter 5 focuses on the French and Japanese empires, which played an 
important role in these events. The French and Japanese authorities pursued 
cooperation in monitoring anti-colonial activities, but their relations were 
complex and fluctuated depending on each cou try’s interests. Although 
Korean and Vietnamese anti-colo ialists’ activities were limited by the 
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strategies of the respective empires, their quests for independence received 
various foreign support, including French support for Koreans and Japanese 
support for Vietnamese, though the expectations of Asian nationalists from 
such support were never fulfilled.  
The last chapter is about the evolution of Korean and Vietnamese 
perceptions or images of each other during the period of the study. From the 
late nineteenth century, Korean intellectuals used Viet am’s case to alarm their 
countrymen and to urge reform movements. At the same time, the recognition 
that they were in a similar predicament generated mutual interest and 
solidarity. I analyze news articles to see how they perceived each other in the 
1900s. Then, I discuss the reason for The History of the Loss of Vietnam’s 
popularity and its contribution and impact on Viet am’s image in Korea. 
Subsequently, this chapter examines newspaper articles referring to Vietnam 
and Korea between the late 1910s and 1925 and explores their perceptions of 
events happening in each other’s country. 
 
Materials  
The main sources for this research are documents showing the views of 
Korean and Vietnamese intellectuals, including essays, articles in influential 
and popular newspapers and magazines, correspondence, and autobiographies. 
I looked into popular and influential newspapers as follows. In Korea, after 
Hanseong Sunbo (1883) and Hanseong Jubo (1886-1888) were published, 
Tongnip Sinmun (1896-1899) and several popular newspapers appeared. 
Hwangsung Sinmun (1898-1910) and Daehan Maeil Sinbo (1904-1910), 
which will be analyzed, were the most influential newspapers in the first 
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decade of the twentieth century. After Korea was annexed by Japan, there was 
only a Japanese official newspaper, several religious or youth magazines and 
overseas Korean newspapers. After the March First movement in 1919, Japan 
permitted three Korean-language newspapers and general magazines. The 
most popular newspapers and magazines were Donga Ilbo (1920-present), 
Joseon Ilbo (1920-present), Kaebyuk (1920-1926), Sinsaenghwal (1921), and 
Sinchonji (1921-1923).
52
 Among these, three periodicals will be analyzed.  
In Vietnam, after the official newspaper Gia Định Báo (1865-1909) was 
published, Vietnamese journalism rapidly increased.
53
 Among those, I 
researched popular and influential papers published until the middle of the 
1920s. These are Nam Phong Tạp Chí (1917-1934), Trung Bắc Tân Văn 
(1919-1945), Đông Pháp Th i Báo (1923-1927), and Thực Nghiệp Dân Báo 
(1920-1933). Moreover, several French-language periodicals were influential 
for intellectuals and the bourgeoisie.
54
 Thus,  a Tri une  n ig ne (1917-
1925) and La Cloche Fêlée (1923-1926) are used for analysis.    
Police reports and government documents such as those produced by 
and/or for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Ministry of Colonies, the 
Government-General of Korea and the Government-General of Indochina are 
also invaluable materials when tracing the meetings of Koreans and 
Vietnamese as well as reflecting two empires’ approach and policy toward 
each other, and their colonies. As for Japanese materials, I searched for 
documents of the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs (日本外務省), the 
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Japanese Residency-General (在韓統監府) in Korea, the Japanese Military 
and Naval Forces (陸軍戰鬪報告), and the Korean Capital District Court (京
城地方裁判所) under Japanese rule. Japanese materials for this study are 
from microfilms and books which are kept at the Korean National Library and 
the National Archives of Korea. These documents are also available as digital 
data from online databases.
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Regarding French sources, I searched for relevant documents from the 
categories of Mission, Protection Service of the Expeditionary Force (Service 
de Protection du Corps expéditionnaire, SPCE), Government-General of 
Indochina (Gouvernement General  ’ n ochine, GGI), and Security Police 
(Sûreté) report. Although there are not many documents mentioning Korea, or 
Korean-Vietnamese relations, these materials are useful to understand the 
French colonial system and the international politics surrounding Korean and 
Vietnamese anti-colonialists. French and Vietnamese periodicals during the 
colonial period, police reports and documents of the Government-General of 
Indochina, and Ministry of Colonies are available in the National Library of 
France, the National Archives of Overseas Territories (ANOM), and the 
library of the Institute of Southeast Asian Studies in Singapore. Documents 
produced by the Shanghai French Concession from 1919 to 1932 have been 
collected and translated by National Institution of Korean History, which are 
available in the Korean History Database. The institution collected documents 
showing Korean anti-colonialists’ activities among French documents which 
have been housed in a library of Ministry of Foreign Affairs of France. 
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Historical and Geopolitical Context: Sinographic Cosmopolis, Shared 





The approach of imperialism opened a new phase of history in Korea 
and Vietnam, and, interestingly, the two countries followed similar 
trajectories. Both encountered the propagation of Catholicism by French 
missionaries and the aggressive approach of French gunboats during the 
nineteenth century. Above all, French colonialism in one case, and Japanese 
colonialism in the other, brought a most significant and traumatic experience 
during that period, which would trigger various movements and activities later 
on. 
Cultural similarities were significant in shaping the reactions in Korea 
and Vietnam. Confucian values such as loyalty to the king provided the 
motivation for the common ground of resistance to colonialism: the Cần 
Vương (Aid the king) movement in Vietnam, and the Uibyung (Righteous 
Army) movement in Korea [the Vietnamese equivalent of Uibyung was used 
by pro-monarchical Vietnamese forces, who called themselves Nghĩa Quân 
(Righteous Army)]. As France and Japan dominated Vietnam and Korea 
respectively, China attempted to maintain its suzerainty, which resulted in the 
Sino-French War (1884-1885) and the First Sino-Japanese War (1894-1895). 
The defeat of China not only ended Chinese suzerainty and permitted full 
colonization in Vietnam and Korea but also greatly changed East Asian 
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i tellectuals’ worldview. For some, China was no longer the model of 
civilization but an example of backwardness and failure.  
This chapter examines the cultural similarities between Korea and 
Vietnam, and analyzes the way in which their rulers and intellectuals, in 
particular, reacted to the new environment in the nineteenth century.   
 
1. Korea and Vietnam in the Sinographic Cosmopolis 
The tributary system, the influence of Confucianism, and the use of 
Chinese characters were the main factors which heavily affected the way in 
which Korean and Vietnamese intellectuals viewed the world and perceived 
each other before the twentieth century. As they belonged to the same cultural 
sphere, the Koreans and the Vietnamese became interested in each other and 
were able to meet and interact for several centuries, though on a limited basis, 
before colonization. Confucianism played a crucial role in shaping Korean and 
Vietnamese i tellectuals’ worldview, their activities and interactions not only 
in the pre-modern period but also in the twentieth century.
56
 Prior to the 
twentieth century, educated Korean and Vietnamese intellectuals both thought 
they lived in what Liam Kelley has called “a domain of manifest civility (文獻
之邦, Văn hiến chi bang in Vietnamese, Mun hen ji bang in Korean)”, even 
though there is no consensus about when Korean and Vietnamese intellectuals 
experienced this self-recognition, or how deeply and precisely Confucian 
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elements influenced both countries.
57
  
Geopolitics played a crucial role in the building of a Sinographic 
Cosmopolis.
58
 China maintained political power in the region and exerted 
influence on Korea and Vietnam from a very early period. Beginning in the 
early second century BCE, the Han Dynasty occupied the northern parts of 
Korea and Vietnam (following the short-lived Nanyue kingdom) around the 
same time and established prefectures in BCE 108 and BCE 111 respectively. 
Chinese rule in Korean territory was phased out by 316 CE as the prefectures 
had been conquered by emerging Korean kingdoms, whereas Vietnam only 
gained its independence in the early tenth century.
59
 Although Chi a’s direct 
political influence was limited to the northern parts of present-day Korea and 
Vietnam, their histories became interwoven with Chi a’s more closely from 
this period onwards.   
The Tang Dynasty set up six protectorates among neighboring ethnic 
groups to secure its frontier areas. It set up the “Protectorate of the Secure East 
(安東都護府)” in 668 after it conquered the northern part of Korea, which 
was maintained until 758. In Vietnam, already under Chinese control, the 
“Protectorate of the Secure South” (安南都護府) was established in 679. 
During this time, Koreans and Vietnamese were able to meet in Changan, the 
Tang capital. In fact, a few individuals even passed imperial examinations 
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established for foreigners from the Tang to Yuan Dynasties.
60
 Vietnam was 
known as “A  am” in China, Korea, and Japan until the twentieth century, 
even though the name remained distasteful to the Vietnamese because of its 
link to pacification by the Chinese.
61
 French colonizers also used this 
designation for Vietnam as a whole or alternatively, for its central region. 
However, “A do  ” (安東) disappeared, although the geographical concept of 
the East remained as a reference to Korea for the Chinese and the Vietnamese.  
Even after independence, both Korea and Vietnam often experienced 
political interference whenever a strong state appeared in China. For example, 
Korea was invaded and briefly controlled by the Yuan (invasions: 1231-1259, 
occupation: 1259-1278) and Qing (1627 and 1636-1637), while Vietnam was 
invaded by the Song (1076-1077), Yuan (1258, 1285, 1287-1288), Ming 
(1407-1427) and Qing (1788-1790). Scholars have highlighted that these 
experiences led to “self-conscious national ethnic spirit” which can be a 
prototype of nationalism.
62
 Pore argues that Koreans and Vietnamese had bore 
“pro-imperial” [to China] and “anti-colonial” stances which were continuously 
affirmed through these historical experiences.
63
   
During the Tang Dynasty, the influence of Chinese culture and political 
systems became stronger, as East Asian countries gradually embraced literary 
                                                          
60
 Choi Byung-wook, “ a wŏl kyolyusaesŏ poi ŭ  mu saŭi chŏ t'o  ” (The Tradition of 
Literati in History of Interchange between Korea and Vietnam), in Hankukkwa Vietnam sasin 
pukkyŏngesŏ mannata (Korean and Vietnamese Envoys Who Met Each Other in Peking: 
Research on Chorus Poems), ed. Korean Studies Institute of Inha University (Seoul: Somyung 
Press, 2013), p. 24. 
61
 Yu In-sun, Saelo ssŭn Vietnamŭi yŏksa (A New History of Vietnam)(Seoul: Isan Press, 
2007), p. 80. 
62
 For example, Duiker calls it proto-nationalism. William J. Duiker, The Rise of Nationalism 
in Vietnam, 1900-1941 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1976), p. 16. Historians of Korean 
history introduce the Koreans consciousness as “pre-modern  atio ” or “proto- atio ”. Shin 
Gi-Wook, Ethnic Nationalism in Korea: Genealogy, Politics, and Legacy (Stanford, Calif: 
Stanford University Press, 2006), p. 6. 
63
 Pore, “Literati Voices on the Loss of National Independence in Korea and Vietnam, p. 6. 
36 
 
Chinese, Confucianism, Mahayana Buddhism, and the Tang legal code. 
However, Chinese cultural influence was still largely limited to the ruling 
classes until around the end of the first millennium although it subsequently 
penetrated downward to the lower classes over the centuries.
64
  
Korean and Vietnamese courts introduced civil service examinations 
around the same time, which was an important step in implanting 
Confucianism among intellectuals. Also, the two courts built national 
academies with the same name, which originated from the national academy 
of Tang (國子監). In the Koryo period (918-1392), Korean intellectuals who 
had studied in Tang actively worked to provide a new ideology to legitimize 
the new kingdom. The first civil service examination in Korea was carried out 
in 958 and the national academy (Kuk Ja Gam) was founded in 992.
65
 
Ironically, in Vietnam, Chinese cultural influence became stronger after 
independence. From the Lý Dynasty (1009-1225), Confucian ideology and 
Chinese culture was accepted more readily. After the Temple of Literature, 
which honored Confucius, was built in 1070, the first civil service 
examination was carried out in 1075, and the national academy (Quốc Tử 
Giám) was established.
66
 Although the roles of the civil service examination 
and the national academy were still limited, these new systems and institutions 
contributed tremendously to producing Confucian scholar-officials.   
In the Joseon Dynasty (1392-1910), neo-Confucianism became the 
dominant school of thought in Korea from the late fifteenth century, 
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contributing to striking changes in Korean society through the late 1600s.
67
 It 
affected not only the political systems, but also the family systems and social 
organizations. Similarly, Confucian culture became more influential in 
Vietnam in the same period under the Lê Dynasty (1428-1788).
68
 Under the 
Nguyễn Dynasty (1802-1945) Vietnamese scholars studied books published in 
Qing and adapted aspects of the Qing model, such as the central civil 
administration system. Despite growing Confucian influence and Confucian-
based cultural identity, Chinese cultural factors were adjusted and adapted 
according to local needs and traditions in both Korea and Vietnam. For 
example, despite Confucian principles, wome ’s rights in a Vietnamese family 
were in some respects stronger than in Korea and China.
69
  
Literary Chinese (文言文) was an important medium in communication 
among East Asians as a written lingua franca until the twentieth century. It is 
not clear exactly when the Koreans and Vietnamese began to use Chinese 
characters. Scholars assume that the Koreans did so at least before the 
Common Era. In Vietnam, it was inevitable that Chinese characters would be 
used from the very early period since Vietnam was under direct Chinese rule 
from the second century BCE onwards. There were also similar attempts to 
localize Chinese characters in both countries. These are Idoo (吏讀) in Korea 
and Chữ Nôm (字喃) in Vietnam, which were both created to combine 
Chinese characters with the local language system, enabling people to record 
sound such as the names of people and places as well as folk songs and poetry 
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 Standard literary Chinese, however, maintained its 
position as the main writing tool among intellectuals until the early twentieth 
century.  
The use of Chinese characters (Hanja in Korean, chữ Hán in 
Vietnamese) was closely linked to Confucianism. From a young age, Korean 
and Vietnamese male children in villages learned the Thousand Character 
Classic and then the Four Books and the Five Classics. Thanks to the civil 
service examinations, civil officials were Confucian scholars, and the 
Confucian ideology was the basic principle for conducting state affairs in the 
Confucian ecumene, which included Korea and Vietnam. Korean and 
Vietnamese literati also shared a strong Confucian identity, even considering 
themselves as the true heirs to Confucian civilization when the “barbaria ” 
Qing dominated the Middle Kingdom.
71
 For example, the Vietnamese court 
perceived itself as “Little China (小中華)” and referred to the Vietnamese as 
“ a  people”, while referring to the Chinese as “Ta   people” and especially 
“Qi   people” in the nineteenth-century True Chronicle of Đại Nam (Đại Nam 
thực lục, 大南實錄).72  Similarly, Korean intellectuals called themselves 
“Little Chi a”.  
Except for the periods of direct occupation, international relations 
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between China and Korea or Vietnam were maintained throughout the 
tributary system until the end of the nineteenth century. The tributary system 
was a China-centered international protocol, whereby neighboring countries, 
considered as barbarians by the Middle Kingdom, acknowledged Chinese 
suzerainty and regularly sent envoys with tribute as a symbol of obedience. In 
return, the authority of the vassal state’s king was legitimized by Chinese 
emperors, and the envoys brought back imperial gifts. In practice, the Chinese 
ki  dom’s interference in the domestic affairs of its vassal states was very 
limited. In addition, the system was generally beneficial for the subject 
country since it provided opportunities for trade and information.
73
 Korea and 
Vietnam were key members of this system. However, the characteristics of the 
system and the frequency of the tributary missions varied depending on the 
political situation of the parties.
74
  
The two courts applied this China-centered worldview for international 
relations as well, though the extent and practice differed. The Korean court’s 
diplomatic policy corresponded with that of Chi a’s. It can be summarized as 
“Submissio  to China and maintaining friendly relations with neighboring 
countries (Sadae Kyorin, 事大交隣)”. Korea considered countries outside this 
system as barbarians.
75
 Similarly, the Vietnamese court described its 
neighbors as barbarians. Both courts also called the newly arrived Westerners 
“barbaria s” ( 洋夷 ) as did China. However, the Vietnamese court’s 
application of the system was different from Korea’s. Although Korea referred 
to the exchange of goods with other small ethnic groups in border areas as 
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“tribute”, Korea faithfully maintained its position within the system and did 
not formally claim any tributaries of its own. By contrast, Vietnamese created 
its own tributary system – at least on paper – in relation to its neighboring 
countries (mainly the Cham, Cambodians, and Lao).
76
 Regardless of the 
reality, Viet am’s application of the tributary system shows its autonomous 
position and self-confidence, though still within a Confucian worldview.  
This diplomatic system also maintained a channel to introduce new 
thought and culture such as neo-Confucianism and Wang Ya  mi  ’s 
philosophy, as well as information regarding other countries and international 
affairs. When envoys from Korea and Vietnam visited Beijing, they heard 
about the domestic affairs of other countries as well as that of China, and had 
direct contact with foreigners. Since Korea had direct diplomatic relations 
with Japan, Korea could collect information from Japan. But for other 
countries, most of the information came from China which was filtered 
through a Chinese lens, or from contacts with other envoys at the Chinese 
court. It was similar in Vietnam. Thus, it can be suggested that until the 
nineteenth century, Vietnam probably knew more about Korea than it did 
about Siam, and some of what it knew about Siam was presumably filtered 
through a Chinese lens.
77
  
Previous studies show that the Korean court and elites intermittently 
paid attention to Vietnam. Korean records reflect attention to important 
political changes in Vietnam such as rebellions and changes of dynasty, 
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although their information was not always fully accurate.
78
 Likewise, the 
Vietnamese courts and elites had at least a sketchy knowledge of Korean 
history such as the changes of dynasty. The source of information was Chinese 
books as well as meetings with Korean envoys and information gained in 
Qing. Lê Quý Đô , a famous eighteenth-century Vietnamese scholar, 
reproduced some factually inaccurate information about Korea’s history but 
admired its civilization. He commented, “Korea having only two dynasties in 
the previous eight centuries caused shame to China in turmoil.” Such a view 




The meetings between the Korean and Vietnamese envoys in Beijing 
provide interesting examples to show how East Asian intellectuals 
communicated, perceived and interacted with each other.
80
 Korean and 
Vietnamese envoys stayed in the same accommodation, Jade River Hostel (玉
河館), which was placed next to the Forbidden City.81 By communicating 
through ‘brush talk’, that is, writing in Chinese characters, they were able to 
exchange their ideas and information about each other. After returning home, 
some published collections of poems, including the poetry obtained from their 
Korean or Vietnamese counterparts. Some Vietnamese literati even considered 
their collection of poetry complete only when it contained poems exchanged 
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 These experiences and knowledge indirectly facilitated 
their meetings and interactions because they could understand others who 
shared a same literate culture and were able to communicate.  
 
2. Korean and Vietnamese Shared Experiences in the 
Nineteenth Century 
Traditional international relations and cultural background led the two 
courts and intellectuals to respond to Western imperialism in similar ways to 
some extent. However, at the same time, their approaches and attitudes 
differed according to their experience with the West and the extent of their 
openness. The main historical events discussed here are the advent of the 
French missionaries and the armed French campaigns, and Chi a’s 
involvement. The ways in which Korean and Vietnamese intellectuals 
responded to the new environment during that period will be examined as 
well.  
 
French Missionaries in Korea and Vietnam in the First Half of the 
Nineteenth Century    
Both countries encountered France in the early stage of involvement in 
world affairs, and Catholicism was closely related to the encounter. 
Catholicism came to Korea and Vietnam through French missionaries, and 
persecution of Catholics contributed to French intervention in both countries 
(though on very different scales). It was not the main cause of colonization, 
particularly for Korea where France intervened but did not colonize, but it 
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provided a pretext for intervention.   
The Paris Foreign Mission Society (Société des Missions étrangères de 
Paris, MEP) was in charge of Catholic missions in much of the region. 
Catholic missionaries first appeared in Vietnam in the sixteenth century, and 
by the Nguyễn Dynasty, the Christian faith was well established there. As 
discussed above, since the Nguyễn Dynasty emphasized Confucianism as a 
central doctrine of state affairs, Catholicism was regarded as a “heterodox 
reli io ”. A number of edicts which banned Catholicism and missio aries’ 
activities were issued in the nineteenth century, and some executions took 
place. French gunboats came to Đà Nẵng several times in 1847, which 
resulted in hostilities with the Huế court. Emperor Tự Đức took a harsher 
stance and issued an edict which called for the execution of European 
missionaries as well as indigenous Catholics, which eventually provoked the 
French intervention of 1858-9.
83
 Although the persecutions and bans were 
ultimately ineffective, up to this point Vietnam was able to make its own 
decisions as to the tolerance of Catholicism and its policy toward Europeans 
with a fairly high degree of autonomy.  
Catholicism in Korea was initially spread not by missionaries directly 
but through books from China and Korean envoys who visited Beijing and 
contacted the Western missionaries. From the late eighteenth century, a 
number of Koreans spontaneously converted to Catholicism by studying books 
about Catholic doctrine.
84
 After Lee Seung-hoon met a French priest and 
accepted baptism in Beijing, he established the Joseon Catholic Church. The 
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Vatican appointed the MEP to take charge of the Korean Church in 1831.
85
 
The shared affiliation with the MEP enabled some interaction between the 
Korean and Vietnamese Catholic Churches, though direct contacts between 
Vietnamese and Korean priests remain unknown.
86
  
Persecution of Catholicism in Joseon began since 1801, even before the 
French priests landed in Korea. Like the Nguyễn, Joseon characterized 
Catholicism as heterodox ideas for their regime, and persecution was carried 
out as a mean to eliminate political opposition. The execution of three French 
priests in 1839 led to the dispatch of the French Far East squadron to submit 
protests to the Korean court in 1846. In 1847, the French ships which had 
gone to Vietnam to demand complete liberty for the missionaries and 
indigenous Catholics came to Korea to receive an answer, though those 
vessels were shipwrecked.
87
 However, due to political events in France, for 
example the Revolution of 1848, France did not actively intervene in Korea 
until this period.   
 
French Intervention in Korea and Vietnam 
As French policy towards Vietnam had changed, it became impossible 
for Vietnam to choose its own path in not only religious aspects but also in the 
political arena. Behind the justification of preventing persecution, there were 
more important factors such as imperial ambition, commercial opportunity and 
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international competition in Asia.
88
 As a Spanish missionary was executed in 
1857, Spain joined the French expedition. Between 1858 and 1867, France 
captured the whole of the Mekong Delta region. A new round of intervention 
in Tonkin in 1873 led to the Treaty of 1874 (Philastre Treaty). According to 
the treaty, the French withdrew from the north and Vietnam gave formal 
acknowledgment of French annexation of three western provinces in the 
Mekong Delta. The final stage of colonization came in the early 1880s, 
leading to the Patenotre Treaty in 1884 which confirmed a French protectorate 
over Annam and Tonkin.
89
  
In common with Vietnam, the Korean court’s severe persecution of 
Catholicism was the main factor which caused the French campaign against 
Korea in 1866. However, the trajectory of propagation of Catholicism and the 
result of French military campaigns brought about a different outcome. In 
1866, nine French priests were executed by the Korean government, which 
resulted in a campaign against Korea under the Second Empire. French troops 
occupied Kanghwa Island, the estuary of the Han River, but retreated two 
months later without a decisive victory. The campaign was initiated by French 
commander Roze without support from his government, and the French had 
also underestimated Joseo ’s forces.90 The Korean court reinforced its closed-
door policy based on that victory, which justified the policy for the next ten 
years until Japan finally opened Korea’s door.  
In which way did the Nguyễn and Joseon courts perceive Western 
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powers and react to French intervention? In both courts, officials were 
divided. In Vietnam, there was a confrontation between “chủ chiến” 
(advocates of war) and “chủ hòa” (advocates of peace). Advocates of war held 
firmly to Confucianism and opposed Catholicism. Their strategy focused on 
efficient defense such as holding fortresses against European military action. 
On the other hand, advocates of peace insisted on the necessity of reaching a 
settlement through negotiation. They recognized the superiority of European 
weapons and were concerned about the suffering of the Vietnamese people if 
they continued to resist. They wrongly expected that the French invasion 
would be only a short-term event due to their long distance from France, 
assuming that French interest was oriented to commerce rather than territorial 
conquest. In addition, they were pessimistic about the possibility of victory 
over the Western powers as they witnessed Chi a’s defeat in the Opium War. 
This group became more influential and represented the Vietnamese court in 
the negotiations, resulting in the signing of the Treaty of Saigon.
91
 
It does not seem that the Korean court had a negative impression of 
France before the French campaign of 1866. The court was not aware of 
French  u boats’ approach to Vietnam in 1847 or the Franco-Spanish invasion 
between the late 1850s and early 1860s. The court began to briefly talk about 
Viet am’s situation only in 1874.92 When Russia expanded southward from 
northeastern Manchuria to border Korea in 1860, it demanded trade. In order 
to deter Russia, some officials suggested that the court seek French or British 
assistance through French missionaries in exchange for granting them freedom 
to proselytize. Regent Daewongoon positively considered this idea. However, 
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French support never materialized and Russia did not move further south. In 
this circumstance, the conservative party began to criticize the Re e t’s policy 
and asked for the persecution of all Catholics. To maintain his power, 




As in Vietnam, the French invasion divided the court into two – 
advocates of war and advocates of peace. However, Daewongoon was a 
proponent of a closed-door policy, although he did consider Fra ce’s aid for a 
short while, and carried out resistance against French troops. This policy was 
supported nationwide by Confucian scholars.
94
 In addition, unlike Vietnam, 
only a small number of the elite had a clear understanding of Western military 
power. Once France decided to retreat, however, the Korean court was able to 
continue its closed-door policy until 1876.    
  
Chinese Policy as a Reaction to Foreign Intervention in Vietnam and 
Korea, and the Colonization of Vietnam and Korea in the Aftermath of 
the Two Wars 
When Korea and Vietnam were threatened by imperialism, asking for 
China’s help was an important option. If the two courts requested help, it was 
difficult for China, a suzerain state of the tributary system in the region, to 
avoid intervening. As a result, China became directly involved in the 
international conflicts in the region by dispatching troops. China stepped in 
but failed to manifest its power not only to the vassal states, but also to the 
world in both cases. In particular, Chi a’s defeat in the First Sino-Japanese 
                                                          
93
 Woo, “French Expedition”, pp.8-14. 
94




War confirmed a weak China and a rising Japan. 
The role of China in Korean and Vietnamese dealings with the West was 
quite different. The extent of dependence on the traditional tributary system 
could have been one of the factors which caused different reactions, along 
with geographical location and desire or openness for trade. Korea clung to the 
tributary system and did not allow international relations beyond its traditional 
boundary. Hence, when Western steam ships appeared off shore, Korea 
asserted that it would never directly contact any Western countries and 
immediately reported the events to Qing. The Joseon court thought that a loyal 
vassal state should not have any independent contacts with foreign countries. 
However, the main point was not that Joseon felt obliged to report every 
contact with foreigners to China. Rather, the court used this foreign policy for 
justification not to open its doors to the Westerners because of the possible 
complications of such contacts. Moreover, the Korean court believed that Qing 
was still strong enough to stand against the Western barbarians even after the 
Opium War. Hence, the Korean court asked for China to mediate its 
international relations with the West on its behalf. In addition, the court 
assumed that a Western ship could not make trouble in a faraway country in 
the 1840s. However, its fears grew over time as more foreign ships appeared.
95
  
As noted above, Vietnam had had direct contacts and relations with the 
West since the sixteenth century. In the nineteenth century, European traders, 
missionaries, mercenaries and envoys visited the country at different points. 
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Despite recognizing Chinese suzerainty and receiving Qing investiture, the 
Nguyễn did not share Korea’s view of being dependent on China in 
international relations and politics. Although officially the Nguyễn court 
accepted the tributary system, the Vietnamese rulers seemed to maintain an 
autonomous position. For centuries they had styled themselves “emperor” 
within their own country, though not in their correspondence with China; this 
hardly happened in Korea before 1897. Moreover, the Vietnamese had referred 
to their country as Đại Nam (“Great South”) since 1838 rather than “Viet 
Nam” as designated by the Qing, just as earlier dynasties had used “Đại Việt” 
(Great Viet) rather than “A  am”. Over the years, the ties between the Qing 
and Vietnam became weaker. The frequency and amount of tribute from the 
Nguyễn court decreased or was suspended due to domestic disorder in China, 
such as the Taiping Rebellion.
96
 When Vietnam lost the southern provinces, 
part of Cochinchina, it neither informed the Qing about the conflicts nor asked 
for help. When Vietnam dispatched envoys to Beijing in 1868, it was 
temporarily at peace with France and only requested military reinforcement 




When it comes to the vassal states’ conflicts with Western countries, 
China had generally not intervened; this attitude was maintained until the late 
1870s. When the Western countries approached Korea more actively in the 
1860s, the court requested China to exercise its influence to arbitrate the 
dispute with the West. Likewise, France, Britain and the United States asked 
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China to force Korea to cooperate with the West in the 1860s. However, the 
Qing asserted that “Joseo  has its autonomy in politics and diplomacy and the 
Qing do not have a right to intervene in Joseo ’s affairs although it is their 




 Qing maintained a policy of non-intervention in vassal states in the 
1860s and 1870s. The Harmand Treaty (1874) asserted that “Viet am was 
independent of all foreign powers” and “Vietnam will align its foreign 
relations with the French and will not change its present diplomatic relatio s”, 
which to the French denied Qing suzerainty. The French assumed that the 
treaty meant the end of Chinese suzerainty in Vietnam. However, both China 
and Vietnam did not view matters in the same way.
99
 In fact, China refused to 
approve the treaty and asserted Vietnam as its vassal state. However, the Qing 
did not actively prepare a countermeasure for the issue.
100
  
When Korea signed the Japan-Korea Treaty (the Kanghwa Treaty) in 
1876, which also asserted Korea’s independence as a state, the Qing issued no 
protests. The first article of the treaty announced that “Joseo  is an 
independent state (自主之邦) and has an equal sovereign right with Japa ”. 
Japan learned of this tactic from the Franco-Vietnamese treaty to prevent Qing 
intervention in Korea.
101
 However, despite the statements in these treaties, the 
Qing still perceived Korea and Vietnam as vassal states. It was because China 
understood the term “i depe de t” as “auto omous” which was recognized in 
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the tributary system. The tributary system allowed the vassal states to be 
autonomous in both domestic and foreign affairs while maintaining traditional 
dependency on China. Thus, from the Chinese view, “the legal instruments of 
the West and the traditional practices of the Chinese universal state operated in 
mutually exclusive spheres”, according to Eastman.102 However, the Qing 
attitude shifted to positive intervention from the 1880s. It was because the 
threat to the vassal states caused by the strengthening of the French and 
Japanese presence in the region became so severe that it threatened Chi a’s 
suzerainty in the region.
103
 
While France again began to expand in Vietnam from the early 1880s, 
Vietnam officially sent an envoy to ask for China’s aid in 1882.104 The Qing 
finally ordered the Cantonese navy to sail into Vietnam and mobilized troops 
from Yunnan to cross the border into Tonkin. After negotiation between the 
Qing and France broke down in 1882, the Chinese imperial armies moved to 
the south. In negotiations, the Qing court emphasized that “the dependency 
relationship of Vietnam to China must be maintained.” This changed attitude 
reflects Beijing’s sense of crisis and the possibility of losing an important 
vassal state. The negotiations concluded with the Tianjin Accord, which 
required Chi a’s recognition of the French protectorate over Vietnam and the 
withdrawal of the Chinese army from Viet am’s territory. However, in the 
process of moving troops, there was an incident in Bắc Lệ between the 
Chinese and French troops. In addition, criticism about the Accord was stirred 
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up in China; hence, the policy was switched to a more hard line stance. 
Consequently, the Sino-French War broke out on August 23, 1884. China and 
France agreed to end the war and finally signed the Treaty of Tientsin in 1885 
based on the previous Accord without any significant change.
105
  
From the late 1870s, there was a series of events that attracted China’s 
attention to Korea. Along with Japa ’s annexation of Ryukyu, Russia’s 
movement southward became one of the main concerns of Qing diplomacy. 
Chinese minister to Japan He Ruzhang suggested that the Qing make Korea a 
protectorate or at least intervene in Joseo ’s diplomacy.106 Although it was 
rejected by Li Hongzhang, it shows that China did consider shifting its policy 
in Korea from its traditional practice to direct intervention.  
In 1880, Strategic Policy for Joseon (私擬朝鮮策略) written by Huang 
Zunxian, who was a Qing diplomat in Japan, was introduced in Korea via 
Korean envoys from Japan. The booklet claimed that “Joseo  should be close 
to China (親中國), associate with Japan (結日本) and ally with the United 
States (聯美國) in order to prevent Russia’s movement southward.”107 In this 
book, Huang wrote that “Joseo  has discussed everything with the Qing 
because of not only similarity of letters and good relations but also 
geographical proximity….Chi a’s relationship with Korea is fundamentally 
different from Chi a’s relations with Vietnam, or Burma.”108  
The book had a big impact in Korea and, as the Qing expected, Joseon 
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established Tongligimuamun (統理機務衙門) which took charge of foreign 
affairs and defense functions, similar to the Chinese Zongli Yamen.
109
 
Subsequently, the Qing and Korea signed a China-Joseon Trade Agreement 
(朝淸商民水陸貿易章程) in 1882 which aimed to modernize the two 
cou tries’ international relations. During this time, the Qing kept in mind the 
lessons learnt from Viet am’s case. Thus, China asserted Joseon’s vassal status 
in the beginning of the treaty and invested the Qing with several privileges 
including trade in Korea.
110
 Since there was no powerful third party involved 
in the treaty, and Korea wanted to strengthen its ties with China to prevent the 
approach of imperialism, China could carry its point.   
The failures of the Im-O Military Revolt (壬午軍亂) in 1882, which was 
a counter-reform revolt, and the Gapsin Coup in 1884, conducted by the 
Gaehwapa (Reform Party) to remove Qing influence and the conservative 
high officials who were connected to China in the court, resulted in an even 
greater Qing influence in Korea. China was officially able to intervene in 
Korean politics and diplomacy until the First-Sino Japanese War.
111
 In 1894, 
when a rebellion broke out in Korea, King Kojong requested the Qing to send 
troops to suppress the rebellion. According to the Treaty of Tianjin between 
China and Japan in 1884 which mentioned that when China dispatched troops 
to Korea, it should inform Japan, Japan also sent troops to Korea. However, 
the Japanese troops did not depart until after the end of rebellion and forced 
the Korean court to implement the reform program. Finally, Japan seized the 
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Korean royal palace, and soon the Sino-Japanese War broke out with Japa ’s 
surprise attack at sea. Japan defeated both Chinese land and naval forces. The 
war finally concluded with the Treaty of Shimonoseki in April of 1895. The 
treaty announced “the full and complete independence of Korea”, required 
territorial adjustments, and imposed an indemnity on China. However, through 
the Triple Intervention, Japan returned the Liaodong Peninsula to China.
112
  
From the outbreak of the Sino-Japanese War, the Korean court carefully 
watched the proceedings. During the war, Japan formed a pro-Japanese 
cabinet in Korea to expand its influence and initiated reforms under the banner 
of modernization. However, the cabinet fell after the Triple Intervention, and 
the Korean court was inclined towards Russia. It did not take long for Japan to 
decide to remove Russian influence in Korean politics. Japan even murdered 
Korean Queen Min, the key figure of the pro-Russian party, in 1895. The 
competition between Japan and Russia to occupy Korea and Manchuria finally 
led to the outbreak of the Russo-Japanese War.
113
 After Japa ’s defeat of the 
Russian navy at Tsushima, the war ended in the Asians’ first victory over a 
European country. Overall, Japan achieved its aim, as Russia had been forced 
back from Manchuria and Korea.
114
  
Japan’s next step was to make Korea a protectorate. This time, Japan 
was very cautious not to repeat its failure, which had brought about 
international intervention such as the Triple Intervention. The Treaty of 
Protection (Ulsa Treaty) was signed in November 1905. Japan took over the 
responsibility of managing Korea’s foreign affairs and the Resident-General 
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supervised Korea’s internal affairs.115 During the subsequent Russo-Japanese 
Conventions of 1907 and 1910, Japan proceeded with the colonization of 
Korea, and finally annexed it in 1910.
116
 
The Sino-French War, the First Sino-Japanese War, and later the Russo-
Japanese War, all had significant impact in the region. Japan was not only 
directly involved in the latter two wars but Japan also attempted to support the 
Gapsin Coup in Korea after redeployment of Chinese troops from Korea to 
Vietnam during the Sino-French War. The Koreans and Vietnamese did not 
fully understand the situation at that time, but they soon learned about 
international relations in the region and expanded the boundaries of their 
knowledge. More importantly, the colonization of Vietnam and Korea marked 
the end of the centuries-old tributary system and Chi a’s suzerainty in East 
Asia.  
As its superior position in the region was threatened, China shifted its 
diplomatic policy in the region from traditional protocol to active intervention, 
in accordance with vassal states’ request for aid. However, Qing intervention 
did not bring any positive outcome but the humiliation of China instead. In 
addition, China’s defeat in the wars greatly affected Korean and Vietnamese 
i tellectuals’ worldview, and they grew doubtful about the superiority of 
Chinese civilization. The impact and the change away from the traditional 
worldview will be examined in detail with the consequences and the impact of 
the Russo-Japanese War in the next chapter.  
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3. I tellectuals’ Reaction to the New Circumstances  
In the rapidly changing environment, Korean and Vietnamese 
intellectuals sought to cope with the Western powers and the impending crisis. 
Scholars have studied the reasons why, unlike Japan, Korea and Vietnam 
failed to achieve modernization, and examined reform attempts in both Korean 
and Vietnamese modern history. These studies have revealed various aspects 
of the i tellectuals’ and the courts’ efforts before colonization, although 
scholars do not always agree in their assessment of these attempts. There can 
be various ways to categorize the i tellectuals’ reaction, but I divide them into 
three groups – advocates of national isolation, reform, and armed resistance – 
and examine representative examples of each group. Some intellectuals in 
both Joseon and Đại Nam advocated national isolation to prevent further 
Western intervention. On the other hand, others attempted to introduce new 
policies, which were influenced by knowledge and experiences related to the 
West or Japan, to prepare for the encounter with Western imperialism. 
However, these reform plans were generally not accepted by the court. At the 
same time, many intellectuals turned to armed resistance as foreign 
intervention intensified.  
 
Advocates of National Isolation 
Advocates of national isolation in both Korea and Vietnam suggested 
closing their doors to the outside world. In general, this group adhered to a 
traditional worldview which divided the world into civilized and barbarian 
countries. They acknowledged the strength of Western technology, but looked 
down on Western countries as barbarians and did not agree with the 
57 
 
introduction of Western culture. The debate between official Vũ Đức Khuê 
and Emperor Minh Mạng in 1840 is a good example which shows how 
Vietnamese scholar officials perceived Western countries and relations with 
them. Afraid of the increasing diversity in terms of actions and ideas among 
the bureaucrats, Khuê proposed isolation from outside influences in 1840, 
when the First Opium War broke out in China.
117
  
 Minh Mạ  ’s reply to the proposal shows that he understood the 
necessity of foreign trade in the Vietnamese economy and the importance of 
the government ju ks’ voyages for training Vietnamese sailors. At the same 
time, he was confident of Vietnamese naval defenses against barbarians and 
Viet am’s policy toward foreign trade which was different from that of 
China.
118
 He was also aware of the importance of collecting accurate 
information about the West. Nguyễn emperors developed programs for 
studying Western languages and sending civil officials on overseas trips much 
earlier than China and Korea.
119
  
Woodside points out that one of the differences between Chinese and 
Vietnamese bureaucracy is that the latter was smaller and had been renewed 
more recently (1802) so that it lacked the Qing bureaucracy's organizational 
conservatism. However, although the Vietnamese court contained relative 
openness, it faithfully followed the Chinese model as discussed above. Thus, 
its relatively advanced program could not be developed beyond the cultural 
boundaries, which meant that the language training program and the study of 
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Western technology had only minor importance.
120
  
Compared to Vietnam, the Korean court and officials stayed in a closed 
world. Even though they were aware of the Western invasion in China, the 
court did not attempt to open trade or to study the West at that point. French 
campaigns against Korea in 1866 made the situation worse, as Confucian 
officials and scholars nationwide demanded a stronger national isolation 
policy. In contrast to Minh Mạng, Regent Daewongun specially selected 
advocates of a closed-door policy such as Lee Hang-lo and Ki Jung-jin to 
launch the closed-door policy strictly.
121
 It appears that this kind of opinion 
prevailed much more in Korea than in Vietnam. The Korean court and elites 
stuck to Confucian tradition and attempted to open neither their country nor 
their minds. The key difference might lie with the role of the ruler or regent. 
While the Korean Regent made the decision to close his country, neither Minh 
Mạng nor Tự Đức had been willing to do this. In fact, when King Kojong, the 
son of the Regent, decided to open the door to Japan in 1876, it was realized. 
Moreover, since the Joseon dynasty had been founded in 1392, the 
bureaucracy was much more conservative than Vietnam. When the court 
attempted to open the country, there was a nationwide movement of 
antagonism towards such a policy. The Kanghwa Treaty was only accepted 
because of the support of reform-minded high officials and Japa ’s pressure.  
Although this section divides the trend of i tellectuals’ ideas into 
advocates of national isolation and advocates of reform, it is not true that the 
former did not pursue any change or reform within the existing system. For 
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example, Regent Daewongun, a strict follower of Confucianism, implemented 
a number of new policies in order to handle domestic problems. However, the 
efforts brought about limited outcomes in solving the existing problems. 
Hence, the other group of intellectuals, who wanted reform, came on the 
scene.     
 
Advocates of Reform 
In Vietnam, there was a group of intellectuals who presented reform 
proposals to improve the economy and finance. Some of these intellectuals 
had first-hand experience of European countries through their travels which 
made them aware of the Western cou tries’ power and led them to advocate 
reform. They tried to acquire Western knowledge and to spread their ideas to 
others.
122
 Meanwhile, some government officials considered making 




During this period, a prominent figure among Vietnamese reformers was 
Nguyễn Trường Tộ, a great Catholic scholar and reformer. He travelled 
overseas, for examples, to Penang and Hong Kong where MEP seminaries 
were located.
124
 After he returned to Vietnam, Tộ briefly worked for the 
French forces as a translator. Between 1863 and 1871, he submitted more than 
fifteen reform proposals to the Huế Court. The proposals covered a wide range 
of topics such as a peace settlement with France, a reconsideration of the 
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status of Vietnamese Catholics, the imperial throne and officialdom, practical 
learning in education, encouragement of the study of foreign languages, and 
eight urgent matters which included defense, administration, taxation and 
education.
125
 He also introduced to Vietnam books about Western knowledge, 
which inspired many Vietnamese scholars.  
Tộ’s proposals were either rejected by the court or not fully realized. 
Vietnamese scholars tend to argue that most of his proposed reforms failed 
because of Emperor Tự Đức’s indifference, and opposition to reform and 
Western culture.
126
 Another argument, however, emphasizes the court’s 
efforts in a positive light. For example, Youn Dae-yeong points out that Tộ’s 
ideas were supported by several high officials and some of his petitions were 
carried into practice.
127
 However, even though the Emperor paid attention to 
Tộ’s proposals, only little was achieved. McLeod concludes that while the 
emperor was interested in Western science and technology, he “valued 
Vietnam's Confucian traditions too highly to risk their contamination by 
foreign studies and practices that he considered barbaric.”128 
Nevertheless, Tộ’s ideas had an impact on the later generation which 
accessed his writings. For instance, Nguyễn Lộ Trạch submitted reform 
proposals along similar lines. Trạch’s ideas later spread among young scholars 
such as Nguyễn Thượng Hiền, influencing them to view the world from a 
different perspective. Phan Bội Châu also read Trạch’s work and began to be 
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interested in his ideas, which were later linked to the Đông Du movement.129  
Korea’s situation was similar to Viet am’s. There were some 
intellectuals who were interested in current affairs, and keenly felt the 
necessity of introducing Western knowledge. This group of intellectuals has 
been known as the Gaehwapa.
130
 Similar to Vietnam, Korean reformers were 
inspired by “ ew books” (新書) from China which were either translations 




Translator O Kyung-suk and high official Pak Kyu-su were pioneers of 
the reform party. They went to China as an envoy and a translator, visiting 
Beijing and witnessing the decline of China and the rise of Western powers. 
Due to the French invasion of Kanghwa Island in 1866, Pak could not voice 
his support for the opening of Korea because of the rigid closed-door policy. 
Instead of risking his official position, he trained promising youths from 
officials’ families.132 The group became main players in Korean politics not 
only during the reform movements in the 1880s and the 1890s, but also during 
the period of Japanese colonization.  
After the Kanghwa Treaty, Joseon saw a gradual reform in politics, 
economy, and society. After opening the ports, the Korean court tried to 
introduce Western technology based on Confucian principles, which was 
                                                          
129
 Phan Bội Châu, Overturned Chariot: the Auto iography o   han- ội-Châu, trans. Vinh 
Sinh and Nicholas Wickenden. (Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press, 1999), p.58; Vinh 
Sinh, “N uye -Truong-To”, pp. 70-71; Youn, “N uye  Dynasty's Respo se”, pp. 237-238.  
130
 Jo Min, “ a kuk kaehwap'aŭi chŏ  ch'isasa   yŏ ku” (Studies of Korean Reform Party’s 
Political Thought), Hankuk kaehwap'aŭi chŏngch'isasang yŏnku (Korea and International 
Politics) 7, 1 (1991), p. 291. 
131
 Youn Dae-yeong focused on the introduction and influence of “ ew books” in Korea and 
Vietnam in his doctoral thesis. Youn, Dae-yeong, Les Idées et les Mouvements Réformistes en 
Corée et au Vietnam: la Tradition, le Nouveau Savoir à Travers les Nouveaux Ecrits, et leurs 
Interactions (1897-1911) (Berlin: Editions Universitaires Europennes, 2010). 
132
 Shin, “Raisi   Civilized Theory”, pp. 43-46 n 55. 
62 
 
similar to the Self-Strengthening Movement in China and the Nguyễn court’s 
attempts. During this time, a number of young intellectuals, such as Kim Ok-
gyun and Pak Yong-hyo who were trained by Pak Kyu-su and O Kyung-suk, 
had an opportunity to visit Japan, considering Meiji Japan as a model, and 
realized the necessity of radical changes in Korean society. (In contrast, 
Vietnamese hardly began to look in this direction until the early twentieth 
century, although Tộ had raised Japan as a positive example.) However, 
political strife prevented rapid and full-scale reform as the conservative party 
preferred moderate reform. Developments in Vietnam created an opportunity 
for Korean reformers. The Gaehwapa seized the moment as half of the Qing 
troops in Korea were redeployed to Vietnam because of the Sino-French War. 
The party briefly seized power in December of 1884 (the Gapsin Coup, 甲申
政變), announcing a new policy which covered reforms of the overall political 
system, the army, finance and law. However, the coup ended within three days 
because of the Qing army’s counter attack and the betrayal of Japan which had 
promised support for the coup.
133
  
As seen above, there were some parallels between Korea and Vietnam in 
their responses to the West and international affairs. In both countries, some 
intellectuals were aware of the developments within and outside the country 
and sought to find solutions. Generally, these intellectuals were aware of the 
superiority of the Western powers – not only their military technology but also 
in a broader sense, their material culture. Most of them visited foreign 
countries such as China, Japan and even the Western countries. They 
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emphasized the urgency and necessity of change and presented reform plans to 
the court. However, the government agreed only to develop technology at a 
moderate speed, and thus full-scale reforms were not accepted. In both 
countries, Confucianism was the main principle for governance and allowed 
introduction of Western technology while rejecting Western culture. Their 
slogan was the principle of Eastern ethics and Western technology (東道西器 
in Korea, 中體西用 in China) which was a common worldview in East Asia 
toward Western culture.  
A notable difference between the two cou tries’ experience is the 
timeframe. Vietnam not only had a much longer experience of non-hostile 
contacts with the West, but it also confronted the Western threat earlier than 
Korea. In addition, the Vietnamese court and elites had more accurate and 
timely information about Western culture and were “more receptive to the idea 
of borrowing certain of the technological and military strengths of that 
culture”, compared to their counterparts in China and Korea.134 However, due 
to this time gap, Korean elites had more time to prepare for the encounter with 
imperialism before actual colonization. Hence, it was possible for the reform 
party to attempt a coup. Nevertheless, although Korean intellectuals learnt 
lessons from the cases of Vietnam and China, the self-reform attempts failed, 
which meant that sweeping reforms were only carried out later by their 
colonial master.  
 
Armed Resistance 
As the foreign powers’ invasion intensified, a number of scholar officials 
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and scholar-gentry residing in the provinces began to form resistance 
movements. As mentioned earlier, they were called Uibyeong (義兵) in Korea 
and Nghĩa Quân (義軍) in Vietnam, both meaning “ri hteous army”. These 
terms reflect the Confucian values of loyalty to the monarchy, and righteous 
opposition to wickedness. Their Confucian cultural background provided the 
fundamental principles for their resistance, which motivated and justified 
these movements. There were historical precedents as well: the Vietnamese 
had repelled Chinese invasions after independence several times, while the 
Koreans defeated the Japanese army in the sixteenth century by organizing a 
“righteous army”.  
In Vietnam, the armed resistance started when the Franco-Spanish forces 
attacked the southern provinces in the Mekong Delta in the late 1850s. One of 
the famous leaders in the south was Trươ   Định, who helped to organize a 
local đồn điền (military colony) and resisted French forces. After the French 
efficiently crushed the armed resistance, France decided to conquer another 
three provinces, resulting in the conquest of entire in the Mekong Delta by 
1867.
135
 In 1885, as Emperor Hàm Nghi fled into the mountains in Tân Sở 
with Tôn Thất Thuyết following the signing of the 1884 treaty of protectorate, 
the Vietnamese resistance struggle escalated. With royal sanction, the scholar-
gentry, peasants and some mandarins joined the resistance movements. This 
was called the Cần Vương (Loyalty to the King) movement. The Cần Vương 
Edict was distributed throughout the Vietnamese lands. It emphasized 
traditional loyalties and classical morality, urging faithful subjects to “follow 
the righteous path, seeking to live and die for ri hteous ess”. The most 
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prominent figure in the movement was Phan Đì h Phùng. Although his 
resistance ended in failure and he died in 1895, his words and actions became 
a symbol of “the highest personal standards of Vietnamese patriotism”.136  
Koreans started resistance movements, when the royal palace was 
occupied by Japanese troops on the eve of the First Sino-Japanese War. In the 
following year, the Queen was murdered by the Japanese and the ordinance 
prohibiting topknots was announced, which led to the spread of resistance 
throughout the realm.
137
 Like their Vietnamese counterparts, the Confucian 
scholars attempted “the expulsion of wickedness or heterodox things in the 
Confucian view” (Chuksa, 斥邪). In particular, the resistance against cutting 
topknots clearly shows their traditional orientation, as they insisted that “to be 
a Middle Kingdom or barbarian depends on topknots and traditional 
clothi  .”138 Yu In-suk and Choi Ik-hyun were famous leaders during this 
time. These movements ended as the King issued a royal edict to stop the 
resistance.
139
 However, armed resistance occurred again after Korea became a 
protectorate of Japan in 1905, and it was called the “Ri hteous army of Ulsa”. 
Japan eventually succeeded in crushing righteous armies by 1910 when the 
annexation of Korea was complete.
140
   
In both countries, the philosophical background of the resistance 
movements was loyalty to the king and protection of “righteousness” in terms 
of Confucian morality. The resistance supported the monarchy, even though 
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the actual ruler did not take an active role in the struggle. (Even Hàm Nghi 
personally led the resistance only in the final stage, whereas the Koreans did 
not receive any official royal edict.) Meanwhile, the resistance widened the 
reach of scholar-gentry networks to overseas. For example, Phan Đì h Phùng 
received supplies from the Siamese army, and Tôn Thất Thuyết sent supplies 
from southern China.
141
 Some of the Korean righteous armies moved to the 
border area of Russia and fought back across the border.   
The Uibyung’s resistance and the Cần Vương left a legacy by providing 
the “crucial moral and spiritual continuity to the long struggle against foreign 
i vaders.”142 Their spirit was remembered and recorded by the intellectuals of 
the next generation. Phan Bội Châu, one of most influential nationalists in 
colonial Vietnam, praised the Cần Vươ   movement and recorded its loyalty 
and brave resistance in The History of the Loss of Vietnam (越南亡國史). Pak 
Eun-sik, a Korean historian and famous nationalist, commented in 1920 that 
“The Righteous Armies are the national essence (國粹) and national character 
(國性)....The nation can be ruined, but the Righteous Armies cannot be 
destroyed.”143 It is interesting to note that there is evidence to show that the 
Cần Vương movement had some influence among the leaders of the Korean 
righteous armies. For example, Kim Jung-gyu, one of the Korean leaders of 
the Righteous Army, had read Pha ’s book and wrote that “Fre ch oppression 
in Vietnam is the same with today Japa ’s action in Korea, and the fall of 
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Vietnam is analogous to our cou try.”144  
 
Conclusion  
In January 1869, Vietnamese envoy Nguyễn Tư Giản arrived in Beijing. 
During his stay, he contacted Chinese officials and Korean envoys in order to 
collect information about recent events in the region. According to his later 
account, in Beijing, Giản sent a letter to the Korean envoys to ask a question 
about whether they had faced any trouble from the West. They replied that in 
1866 Korea had successfully defended itself against foreign gunboats, causing 
the Westerners to be “terrified”. When Giản asked for details, the Koreans 
gave the evasive response that “we properly handled the enemy depending on 
the situatio .”145 
Chinese officials apparently backed the Korean claims to a dramatic 
victory over the French.
146
 However, Giản does not seem to have been 
convinced, writing that  
 
This was the first time for Western people to come to Joseon. They 
temporarily stepped back, considering their timing. The situation is 
similar to Vietnam as they came to Vietnam and went back several times 
before signing a treaty. It was an exaggerated statement that France was 
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Giản understood the nature of Western imperialism well enough to be rightly 
skeptical of Korean claims. Korean and Chinese elites still viewed world 
affairs through more traditional lenses, while the Vietnamese understood the 
situation more realistically than their counterparts in the other two countries. 
This story indicates that the traditional tributary system still served to 
provide space for East Asian intellectuals to interact in the context of missions 
to Beijing. Communication seemed to become even more important to them as 
it worked as a channel to obtain new information about the encroachment of 
the West and how to prepare for it. However, this information was sometimes 
inaccurate. For instance, several books published in China had described a 
fictional Vietnamese victory over Britain, inspiring a Korean military officer 
to declare in 1861 that “Joseo  should be like Annam, which had successfully 
defended itself against Western forces.”148   
The historical context is crucial to understand the Korean and 
Vietnamese i tellectuals’ ideas, activities and interactions during this period 
and later on; the change of Chi a’s status is of particularly importance. Having 
lost the wars with France in 1885 and with Japan in 1895, the Qing failed to 
maintain their dominance in East Asia, and the tributary system disappeared 
from history. Even so, it was not the end of Chinese influence in the region. 
China still played an important role in the Korean and Vietnamese struggles to 
reclaim their homelands. Even after the decline of China and the fall of the 
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monarchy in the two countries, Confucianism still played an important role 
among intellectuals as an ideology for reform or resistance and for public 
discourse on social issues such as morality and family. However, as they were 
exposed to Western culture and embraced new ideas, the traditional worldview 
began to be challenged. These challenges and changes will be examined in the 























Challenge and Change in Korean and Vietnamese Intellectuals’ 
Worldviews and Their Interactions in the Early Twentieth Century  
 
Introduction  
In 1907, teachers of Đông Kinh Nghĩa Thục, the famous private school 
in Vietnam during that period, handed out copies of Liang Qichao’s writings 
and taught students about world affairs and their implications based on Lia  ’s 
interpretations.
149
 The following year, Korean nationalist An Chang-ho, the 
principal of Daesung Hakkyo (大成學校, Great Accomplishment School), 
also used Liang Qichao’s Collected Works as teaching materials. When a 
young man from the country-side visited An and asked to be taught him about 
what he could do for his country, An recommended that he read Liang’s 
book.
150
 These stories show not only the popularity and the influence of Liang 
Qichao’s writings but also the circulation of contemporary knowledge and 
ideas in the region. Koreans and Vietnamese could access the same recent 
writings, mainly in Chinese, and experienced transforming worldviews around 
the same time.  
Liang Qichao wrote and translated many books that introduced 
nationalism, imperialism, Social Darwinism, and liberalism while he was in 
exile in Japan, which contributed to the spread of revolutionary sentiments in 
East Asia.
151
 Korean and Vietnamese intellectuals were seeking alternative 
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explanations about the failure of their countries and the paths for national 
survival. Some travelled overseas and had first-hand experience of 
modernization, while they used to critique their own civilizations. However, 
for literati who stayed at home but sensed serious problems with the current 
situation or crisis, Chinese writers’ works, including Lia  ’s, provided them 
with ideas within a familiar intellectual and cultural framework.  
Chi a’s failed interventions in Vietnam and Korea seriously called the 
superiority of Chinese civilization into question. East Asians began to share 
the Western perception of China as a “sick ma ” and the traditional Sinic 
worldview which divided the world into civilized and barbarian countries lost 
much of its meaning. The colonization of Vietnam and the serious threat of 
colonization of Korea proved the previous system wrong both internally and 
externally given its inability to prevent threat from outside the Sinic world, 
confirming the end of the East Asian world order. The outcome of the Russo-
Japanese War and newly-arrived Western ideas also contributed to the 
transformation of the traditional worldview and a shift in focus from China to 
Japan. 
This chapter traces how the Korean and Vietnamese worldviews 
changed, along with the historical context which challenged the traditional 
worldview. The chapter also discusses pan-Asianism within the context of the 
rise of Japan, New Learning and Social Darwinism which created a certain 
trajectory for Korean and Vietnamese intellectuals’ activities which eventually 
led them to the same places intellectually and geographically.  
Not all people were influenced by the historical events and newly-
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arrived ideas, of course, and even intellectuals were influenced in different 
ways. Therefore, the analysis proposed in this chapter must be limited to 
certain  roups’ responses and activities. Nevertheless, it can be said that the 
intellectuals represented the changing times, since their influence reached 
many people through their activities and writings. They attempted to 
popularize their ideas and movements by founding schools, giving public 
lectures, forming groups and writing articles or books. As some of them 
headed overseas, especially to Japan and China, their knowledge was 
broadened with exposure to new ideas and encounters with other Asians.  
 
1. The Collapse of the Traditional Worldview 
The main focus of this chapter is the impact of a series of political 
events which played crucial roles in the disintegration of the Sino-centric 
worldview and traditional values including monarchism. This was a radical 
change since the world order had affected Korean and Vietnamese 
international relations as well as their worldviews for more than a millennium. 
Above all, colonization was the most important factor in the change away 
from the traditional worldview. However, colonization will not be dealt with 
as a separate phenomenon in this chapter because its impact on i tellectuals’ 
activities and the way of thinking about themselves and the world will be 
constantly discussed throughout the whole thesis.  
 
The Decline of China and the End of Traditional Relations 
In the previous chapter, the Sino-French War and the First Sino-Japanese 
War were examined in terms of Qing intervention in the international affairs of 
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vassal states within the traditional framework. The wars primarily caused the 
end of the tributary system in the region and called into question Chi a’s 
superiority in terms of both its strength and civilization. The Sino-French and 
first Sino-Japanese Wars and the geopolitical changes they engendered 
constituted a fatal blow to the traditional diplomatic system and Chinese 
influence in the region. China lost key members of its tributary system, 
Ryukyu and Korea to Japan, and Vietnam to France. Perceptions of China and 
Japan changed not only in Asia but also globally. The revelation of Chinese 
weakness led to aggressive demands for territorial concessions of Chinese 
territory to foreign powers. On the other hand, Japan’s strength made the West 
take note of its power.  
In the regional context, the war shattered the image of Chinese 
superiority and its strong position in East Asia, as it was defeated by Japan 
which had been considered inferior in the Confucian world order.
152
 The 
impact of Japa ’s victory on Chi a’s reputation was greater than the Western 
powers’ victory in the Opium Wars. The North-China Herald described 
Chi a’s situation as one in which “[Chi a] has lost her prestige which was 
nothing but the shadow of a great name.”153 Japa ’s victory further affected 
Chinese confidence in its civilization. Chinese intellectuals realized that 
“Chi a must change and must change radically” and there was widespread 
discussion of reform.
154
 The loss of the war meant that China’s self-
strengthening movement had failed and institutional change was required. By 
contrast, Japa ’s victory contributed to the birth of Japanese nationalism as the 
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war aroused “ atio alistic fervor” among the Japanese public.155 It was now 
Japan rather than China that had a “civilizi   missio ” and an ambition “to 
foster the development of similar societies elsewhere in Asia.”156 Soon, many 
Asians – including Chinese – began to see Japan as a model and headed there 
to learn.  
How did Korea and Vietnam perceive the two wars and the decline of 
China? Despite Chi a’s defeat, there is some evidence that Vietnamese elites 
continued to look to China for aid in their anti-French resistance. During the 
Cần Vương movement, Tôn Thất Thuyết moved to China to request help. 
Likewise, a group of northern Vietnamese scholars sent a petition to the 
Chinese emperor requesting military help in 1886. The document described 
the peaceful relations between Vietnam and China which existed for more than 
a millennium and praised China for having sent troops to “restore our cou try” 
during the French invasion.
157
 This attempt displays how a group of 
Vietnamese elites still expected the working of traditional protocols even after 
the execution of the treaty between French and China which was meant to end 
that protocol. While many elites in the French colony of Cochinchina (already 
removed from imperial authority) began to cooperate with France, the scholars 
in Tonkin and Annam still viewed the world through a Confucian and imperial 
lens at this point in time.  
China denied the Vietnamese request for assistance during this period, 
fulfilling its promises in the 1885 treaty with France. Tôn Thất Thuyết was 
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able to send supplies for the resistance and to harass the French from the 
Chinese side of the border until the 1890s, but the Chinese government banned 
the return of resistance units to Vietnamese territory and relocated Thuyết to 
the vicinity of Canton.
158
 Thus, the Vietnamese could not expect Chi a’s 
assistance beyond providing refuge on its territory. Meanwhile, a new 
generation of Vietnamese intellectuals was critical of China and its failure to 
modernize. At the same time, however, China still influenced some 
intellectuals as a medium of Western knowledge and inspiration for revolution 
in Vietnam, which will be examined in detail later.  
The consequences of the Sino-Japanese War radically changed the 
traditional worldview in Korea. Confucian culture had been at the core of the 
Korean worldview and the tributary system had been the most important 
element of its international relations for a long period. When the war broke 
out, the general public still considered China as a great country of Asia, but as 
the war progressed, their view began to change. For one group of intellectuals, 
China’s defeat and the collapse of the Chinese-centered world order had the 
potential to bring the recovery of Korea’s sovereignty. On the other hand, 
some groups of intellectuals lamented that the base for harmony in East Asia 
had collapsed. In any case, Koreans sensed that the traditional perception 
dividing the world into civilized people and barbarians was no longer 
appropriate, and began to shift away from Sino-centrism. Finally, King 
Kojong declared a new name for the country, Daehan Jeguk (大韓帝國, Great 
Korean Empire) in October 1897 (abandoning the name Joseon originally 
bestowed by China), and he became Emperor Kwangmu (光武), the first 
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emperor in Korean history (except for Kwangjong during the Koryo Dynasty 
for a short while), as opposed to a vassal king. As mentioned in the previous 
chapter, the Vietnamese rulers, by contrast, had long styled themselves as 
“emperor” within their own country, though certainly not in correspondence 
with the Chinese, and virtually every name for Vietnam since its independence 
had included the component “Great” (大). The declaration of the Korean 
Empire was a gesture which represented the discarding of traditional relations, 




Subsequently, Korea and China attempted to normalize diplomatic 
relations because there had been no treaty between them since the end of the 
Sino-Japanese War. In 1899, the two countries concluded the Korean-Qing 
Commercial Treaty. In the course of negotiations, Korea even requested that 
the name of “Chi a” (中華) be revised to “Qing” in the document. This 
reflects the fact that Korea had less respect for the Sino-centric world order 
and desired to apply modern international relations. It was the first treaty for 
Korea which affirmed relative – though not complete – equality vis-à-vis its 
former suzerain.
160
 However, at the same it must be noted that Qing China 
used treaties and international law for promoting its own security and 
commercial interests in Korea.
161
 In addition, as will be seen below, China 
was still important to Korea not only for trade but also as a source of 
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introducing new ideas. Moreover, a shared worldview remained influenced as 
many intellectuals still linked to the classical ecumene.
162
   
While Korea pursued modern international relations with China, 
Vietnam did not have time to renegotiate its relationship before colonization. 
Thus, France negotiated issues such as Qing-Vietnam boundaries, while Korea 
had an additional twenty-five years to settle its relations with China and other 
countries by itself, at least from external appearances (because it was at times 
already heavily affected by Japan and Russia). Another important aspect of the 
wars was that intellectuals began to recognize that learning Western 
technology was necessary, but not sufficient, to catch up with Western 
material culture and in order to be a strong country. China’s defeat in both 
wars affirmed that its self-strengthening movement had failed and 
demonstrated that Japan was now a better model.  
 
The Rise of Japan as a New Model and Pan-Asianism 
Japa ’s shocking triumph in the Russo-Japanese War in 1905 inspired 
many Asians from both East and West Asia, particularly Koreans and 
Vietnamese. They shared a grounding in Confucian civilization, and 
traditionally educated scholars were able to communicate with the Japanese by 
writing literary Chinese. Their perceptions of Japan were not identical, 
however. While other Asians praised Japan and looked to it as a model and 
potential source for aid for their own liberation, Koreans had a more 
ambiguous attitude as they were confronted by Japan as an oppressor and 
colonizer. This section focuses on the ways in which Koreans and Vietnamese 
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embraced pan-Asianism, how the ideology and outcome of the Russo-
Japanese War affected their worldview, and more specifically, their 
perceptions of China and Japan.   
In the first decade of the twentieth century, pan-Asianism provided a 
powerful ideology to cooperate for peace in the region and promote solidarity 
against Western imperialism. It motivated East Asian students and 
revolutionaries to move to Japan and cooperate with Japanese pan-Asianists 
and other cou tries’ revolutionaries. The term “Asia” (亞細亞) had been 
introduced by Jesuit missionary Matteo Ricci on a Chinese map of the world 
around 1600. However it was commonly used in East Asia only after Western 
imperialism expanded into the region, as the concept defining the area or 
giving identity to the region, and contrasting it to the West.
163
 Facing Western 
imperialism, Asian thinkers started to consider Asian cooperation and 
solidarity, emphasizing what are known as “tra s atio alism and Asian u ity” 
against the encroachments of Western powers by postulating “commo alities 
and identifying traditions of interaction and i terrelatio ship”. Pan-Asianism 
was one of such framework, which was born an ideology and a movement.
164
 
In Japan, while some intellectuals distinguished Japan, a modern nation, from 
its backward Asian neighbors as seen in Fukuzawa Yukichi’s “Good-bye 
Asia”, which condemned China and Korea as being tradition bound and 
backward, others such as Oi Kentaro called on Asian solidarity to promote the 
security and prosperity of the region.
165
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East Asian intellectuals highlighted commonalities in culture, race and 
language.
166
 Although the term Ajiashugi (“Asia ism”) was coined only in 
the 1890s in Japan and the term “pa -Asia ism” became mainstream political 
vocabulary in the 1910s, other terms such as “Raisi   (or developing) Asia”, 
“a relationship as close as that between the lips and the teeth”, and “Same 
Culture, Same Race” were used from the 1880s.167 It is not known exactly 
from when the Koreans and the Vietnamese used the term “Asia” or began to 
see themselves as “Asia ” and affected by “Asia ism”. Some Korean 
diplomats who visited Japan in the late 1880s contacted groups which 
supported Asian solidarity.
168
 As for the Vietnamese, their direct contacts with 
Japanese came relatively later than the Koreans, but from the early 1900s, at 
least some Vietnamese saw themselves as being of the same race as other East 
Asians, and considered Asian solidarity as one way to drive out the foreign 
power from their country. Asianism might have been introduced to Vietnam by 
Chinese writers’ essays, in particular, Liang Qichao, who interacted with 
Japanese pan-Asianists from the end of nineteenth century.  
Toa Dobunkai (East Asian Common Culture Society) was the most 
important pan-Asianist organization from its formation in 1898 until 1946. 
The membership of the society included as its head Prince Konoe Atusumaro, 
the prominent politicians Inukai Tsuyoshi and Hiraoka Kotaro, journalist Kuga 
Katsunan, and Miyazaki Tōte , who was a close associate of Sun Yat-sen. The 
society focused on China and aimed to strengthen the contacts between China 
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and Japan, and to contribute to both countries’ activities for the common good 
and against Western powers. The society established Toa Dobun Shoin (East 
Asia Common Culture School) for “trai i   young China ha ds” in Nanjing, 
which was soon moved to Shanghai, as well as in Tokyo. The Academy 
trained more than 5,000 Japanese students but fewer Chinese students.
169
  
Their contacts widened as Asians from several countries beyond the East 
Asian sphere came to Japan, in particular, after the Russo-Japanese War, a 
pivotal event which contributed to the spread of pan-Asianism in Asia. Pan-
Asianists interpreted international affairs such as the Russo-Japanese War as 
the battle of the “white race” versus the “yellow race”, and supported Japan as 
“a preserver of the yellow race.” After Japa ’s victory, many Asians began to 
expect that it would take leadership in the struggle against Western imperial 
powers. Japanese pan-Asian organizations such as Kokuryukai and Genyosha 
provided financial, political and moral support to Asian revolutionaries from 
other Asian colonies as well. They supported political activists from China, 
Korea, Vietnam, the Philippines (Mariano Ponce), India (Rash Behari Bose), 
and Central Asia (Abdurresid Ibrahim).
170 
With the exception of Filipinos, 
because there had already been some relationship between Japanese and 
Filipino nationalists since the late nineteenth century, other Asians only turned 
to Japan after the Russo-Japanese War. The early forms of pan-Asianism 
seemed to pursue cooperation on equal terms and denied Chi a’s hegemony or 
leadership in East Asia even though they operated primarily within countries 
that were part of that order. However, at the same time, the early forms of pan-
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Asianism insisted on Japanese leadership as “the harmonizing or synthesizing 
leader” and expansion of Japa ’s power. The characteristics of pan-Asianism 
were ambiguous in terms of its approach to other Asian peoples and nations. 




Why were pan-Asian slogans so convincing to Korean and Vietnamese 
intellectuals, and in what ways did they accept the ideas? They were 
experiencing a chaotic situation in both state affairs and worldview at the time 
the pan-Asian idea became popular. While the Vietnamese struggled to regain 
national independence, Koreans also sought a way to stave off impending 
colonization. At the same time, as China was “dece teri  ”, these intellectuals 
needed a new ideology in terms of worldview, a new model in terms of 
civilization, and a new source of aid in their struggles against Western powers. 
Pan-Asianism was built on the common cultural core that they already shared 
but without the assumption of Chinese suzerainty and superiority. Rather, it 
placed Japan as a regional leader which could provide both assistance and a 
new model for civilization. In addition, it seemed natural to accept the pan-
Asian idea because they shared both culture and race with Japan.  
The Vietnamese elite identified psychologically and culturally with East 
Asia rather than Southeast Asia during this period. Only a few intellectuals 
such as Nguyễn Trường Tộ looked to Siam’s case as a positive example. Most 
Vietnamese intellectuals followed their predecessors in paying more attention 
to East Asia.
172
 Interestingly, Tộ was also impressed by Japanese reform 
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efforts, such as sending students overseas for Western learning. He would 
stress examples of countries such as Siam and Japan which had succeeded in 
going beyond the constraints of their traditional worldview to modernize.
173
 
However, the Huế Court was concerned that following Western examples as 




By the end of the nineteenth century, however, few Vietnamese 
intellectuals still shared the traditional views of the earlier generation of ruling 
elites and, even before the Japa ’s victory, Japan was already considered a 
possible powerful ally by some Vietnamese activists, who could access 
Lia  ’s History of Japan’s Thirty Years of Reform and Chinese scholars’ 
reports via the local Chinese community.
175
 The Việt Nam Duy Tân Hội 
(Vietnamese Modernization Association) decided to dispatch its members to 
Japan; in Phan Bội Châu’s words, “ ive  the present circumstances of the 
world powers, no country except one of the same culture and same race would 
agree to help us.”176  
Among the East Asian countries, the Vietnamese elite regarded China as 
incapable not only of defending them against France but also of saving itself. 
On the contrary, Japan – as Phan noted – was “the only country of the yellow 
race that has moder ized”; he believed “it would surely be moved to help us 
[or] at least… provide funds to purchase weapo ry.”177 Prince Cường Để, 
who was a pretender to the Vietnamese throne (as a member of a rival branch 
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of the Nguyễn royal family) and a symbolic head of the Duy Tân Hội 
expressed the view that "we believed if we asked Japan for help it would be 
readily given for the reason that the Japanese and Vietnamese shared the same 
culture and are of the Asian race."
178
  
After visiting Japan himself, Phan Bội Châu’s admiration for Japan 
increased. In his essay, “Tâ  Việt Nam” (The New Vietnam) written in 1907, 
Phan pointed to Japan as a good example of a modernized country at the same 
level as Europe and America. Phan said, “ ow to establish schools, how to 
organize the curricula, how to teach, how to find jobs for our graduates -- 
everything will be copied from the good model of Japan and Europe.” He 
expressed his conviction that “the Japan of today is similar to the Vietnam of 
tomorrow.”179  
Publications and lectures in the Đông Kinh Nghĩa Thục shared such 
view. One teacher contrasted “backward China and Viet am” with 
“pro ressive and dynamic Japa ”, and emphasized Japa ’s victory in the 
battle of Tsushima.
180
 The textbook used in the school introduced detailed 
information about Japa ’s government, military, and educational system.181 In 
Văn minh tân học sách (A Civilization of New Learning, 文明新學策) in 
1904, the author observed that Japan had successfully assimilated aspects of 
European civilization within thirty years.
182
 In Đề tỉnh quốc dân ca (Ballad to 
Awaken Countrymen) written in 1906 and popularized in the following year 
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through the Đông Kinh Nghĩa Thục, the unknown author said, “Japa  is kin, 
France is foe. Study the clever kin, take revenge on the foe.”183 Other poems 
and leaflets published by the school members praised Japan as a successful 
case of the yellow race; “See the example of Japan, an Asian land, our own 
race. Why can't we all follow it then?....When comes the West versus East 
struggle, We'll change our fate from slaves to civilized bei  s.”184 These 
poems combine the racism of Social Darwinism and pan-Asianist slogans. The 
Vietnamese understood world conflicts as struggles between the white and 
yellow races, a view which was affected by the racist ideas of Social 
Darwinism, and emphasized pan-Asianist solidarity or cooperation among 
yellow races.   
The Korean attitude toward pan-Asianism and Japa ’s leadership was 
more complicated since their own experience with imperialism was mainly at 
the hands of Japan, rather than of the West. While the Vietnamese fully 
expected Japa ’s aid and faithfully accepted its political leadership in a 
struggle against Western powers, Korean supporters of pan-Asianism 
confronted the serious danger of colonization if they were to accept Japa ’s 
leadership. Korean historiography has tended to neglect the popularity and 
influence of pan-Asianism because it was linked to Japan and thus “tainted” 
by Japanese colonialism.
185
 Nevertheless, contemporary intellectuals’ 
writings show that pan-Asianism spread widely and gained popularity in 
Korea during the years before Japan emerged as the main threat, under several 
names such as the “Theory of Asian Solidarity”, “Easter ism”, “Asia ism”, 
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“Theory of Eastern Peace” and “Thesis on the Alliance among Three Nations 
[Japan, Korea, and China]”. Hwangsung Sinmun newspaper and the Taehan 




Although perceptions changed over time during the Joseon period, 
Korean scholars had generally viewed Japan as “barbaria s” (倭 or 夷). 
Although Joseon was also classified as “barbaria ” (夷) in the Sino-centric 
worldview, it identified itself as “Little Chi a” (小中華) and had confidence 
that its Confucian culture was the equal of China’s. Other views appeared 
from the late eighteenth century, before Japan modernized, by some scholars 
of the Realist School of Confucianism (Silhak), who recognized the 
development of Japanese culture and tried to break with the traditional view of 
Japan.
187
 After the Meiji Restoration in 1868, Korean elites initially saw 
Japan as sharing the negative characteristics of Western countries.
188
  
After the Korean government dispatched an inspection team to Japan in 
1883, however, it began sending Korean students there. In particular, members 
of the reform party in the 1880s already considered Japan as a model and an 
ally, although these ideas were limited to their own group. The Sino-Japanese 
War radically changed Korea s’ views: a positive view of Japan spread, while 
China was increasingly seen in a negative light. Korean newspaper Tongnip 
Sinmmun (The Independent) referred to the Qing as “ over ed by old customs 
and become the laughing stock of the world” and coming to be “held in 
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contempt by the world and [seen] as the weakest cou try.”189 By contrast, it 
commented that “Joseo  became independent because of Japa ’s victory in the 
war with Chi a….Japan was less open than Joseon thirty years ago, but after it 
opened its ports to foreign countries, Japan enlightened [its own] people’s 
dark ess….it reformed the government and educated its people.” 190 The 
lesson of the Sino-Japanese War -- “how could such a small country could 
beat such a large cou try?” -- became a popular topic of editorial comments 
during that time. The editor found the answer in Japa ’s education system and 
urged Korea to start educating its people.
191
 Comparisons between China and 
Japan frequently appeared in the newspapers, for example: “u ited and 
harmonious Japan versus a China in disarray”, and “Japa  with a committed 
public bureaucracy versus China with officials who abused its people”, “Japa  
energized by embracing the new knowledge at all levels and a China still 
clinging to the old k owled e.”192  
 Tongnip Sinmmun also provided a pan-Asian vision to its readers. In an 
editorial in 1898, Seo Chae-pil claimed that, “these three nations [Korea, 
Japan, and China] in the East should cherish, protect, and help each other, and 
at the same time, learn Western knowledge and education, in order to fight 
against the Europea s”.193 Koreans still perceived the importance of China in 
East Asia but now looked instead to Japan for leadership. 
During this period, a number of Korean nationalists began to promote 
“munmyung kaehwa” (文明開化, civilization and enlightenment), a concept 
similar to Japan's bunmei kaika, a slogan popularized by Fukuzawa Yukichi, 
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which was associated with the progressive values of Western “civilizatio ” 
and the European Enlightenment.
194
 When the Russo-Japanese War broke out, 
some pan-Asianist advocates of munmyung kaehwa supported Japan, 
expecting that its victory over Russia in a struggle between the white and the 
yellow “races” would bring peace and security in East Asia. Some Koreans 
initially believed Japanese claims to be fighting for peace in East Asia and the 




However, Korean perceptions of Japan were radically changed aftermath 
of the war and became more divided. For instance, an article published in the 
Daehan Mail Sinbo (Korean Daily) in November 1904 argued that “Japa ’s 
goal in the war is to obtain Korea.”196 The Korean government also attempted 
to prevent Japanese annexation through several diplomatic channels before the 
outbreak of the war. On the surface, the Korean government seemed to be 
supportive of Japan and accommodated the requests of the Japanese troops. 
However, Korea declared neutrality in 1904, and sent confidential letters to 
Czar Nicholas II, promising to provide assistance to Russia during the war.
197
 
Despite such efforts, Japan forced the Korean government to sign the First 
Korea-Japan Agreement on 22 August 1904, which confirmed Korea’s 
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acceptance of Japa ’s “advice” on finance and international matters. This 
aroused anti-Japanese sentiment in the Korean public, and the Righteous 
Army was raised on resistance. Anti-Japanese sentiment accelerated after the 
Treaty of the Protectorate.
198
 In these circumstances, the Korean intellectuals 
who advocated “civilizatio  and e li hte me t” and supported Japa ’s 
leadership faced “the dilemma” that what they had worked for so far might 
now be used to justify and facilitate colonization.
199
  
In this situation, Korean intellectuals were shaken and divided.
200
 One 
group, including Yun Chi-ho and Yun Hyo-jung, accepted the weakness of 
Korea and insisted that self-strengthening should be the priority, rather than 
armed struggle for immediate independence.
201
 Its protectorate status, they 
thought, was inevitable or necessary for Korea’s civilization. Such a view was 
influenced by Social Darwinism and pan-Asianism during the time of Japa ’s 
triumph. 
The second group, which included Jang Jiyeon, the pan-Asianist editor 
of Hwangsung Sinmun, criticized Japan for betraying Koreans and shattering 
the peace in East Asia. In his famous editorial “We Wail Today”, which 
appeared after the implementation of the Treaty of the Protectorate, Jang 
criticized Japa ’s actions. An Jung-geun, who also supported the “Theory of 
Eastern Peace”, felt that Japan had betrayed the trust of East Asians, and thus 
in 1909 assassinated Ito Hirobumi, a prominent Japanese statesman and 
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Resident-General in Korea between 1905 and 1909.
202
  
The last group criticized the idea of Pan-Asianism itself and called for 
total war with Japan. Shin Chae-ho bitterly criticized pan-Asianists as traitors 
and warned that Easternism could be just a front for Japanese imperial 
ambition: “Would it then be acceptable if Korea and the Korean nation were to 
perish utterly, and only the yellow race be preserved?”203  
Pan-Asianism was largely a product of Japanese intellectuals who had 
little influence on politics in Japan itself, although some members of the ruling 
elite such as Prince Konoe Atsumaro were involved and some groups were 
supported by the government. Although pan-Asianism was propagated in 
Korea in the course of annexation and legitimized Japa ’s expansion in East 
Asia, the Meiji government opposed the movement in general because it was 
considered too radical to be a basis for foreign policy and would undermine 
Japa ’s good relations with the Western powers by adding fuel to Europe’s 
fear of a “yellow peril”. Especially after the start of the war with Russia in 
1904, the Japanese government denied any association with pan-Asianism and 
even dispatched diplomats to Europe and the United States to affirm this 
position. The Japanese press often echoed the same views.
204
 It soon became 
clear that Japan followed the Western imperial model and intended to colonize 
its neighbors, which shattered illusions as Korea was annexed by Japan and 
Vietnamese students were forced to leave Japan as a consequence of the 
Franco-Japanese Agreement in 1907, which will be discussed in chapter 5.  
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However, not all Korean and Vietnamese intellectuals turned their backs 
on Japan. Although Cường Để was forced to leave Japan with other 
Vietnamese students, he later returned and struggled for forty-six years to 
achieve Viet am’s independence by using Japa ’s aid. Relying on Japanese 
friends and their support, he maintained the belief that Japan would bring 
progress and modernization among its backward neighbors.
205
 Likewise, 
many Korean students continued to study in Japan after the annexation of 
Korea and some of them became pro-Japanese. They believed that Korea was 
not ready to develop by its own strength and that the Japanese Government-
General was making genuine endeavors to help it do so. Both Cường Để and 
these Korean students stuck with Japan based on their belief in the Social 
Darwinian doctrine and pan-Asian vision.  
While pan-Asianism prevailed in East Asia, Koreans and Vietnamese 
used exactly the same terms when praising Japan. In addition, both assumed 
not only an alliance among Asian countries but also Japa ’s leadership in their 
struggle for independence or national survival. However, the Koreans and the 
Vietnamese applied the term “the yellow race” differently in terms of scope. 
Koreans focused on the alliance of three countries-China, Japan and Korea- to 
protect East Asia from the Western powers, notably Russia. According to this 
argument, unity did not harm the sovereignty of each country; rather it would 
guarantee regional security.
206
 While the Koreans excluded Vietnam from the 
unity of East Asian countries, the Vietnamese also did not seriously consider 
Korea to be a member of the Asian alliance. In practical term, there had been 
no diplomatic relations or strong momentum promoting close connections 
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between Korea and Vietnam during the late nineteenth and the early twentieth 
centuries. Since there were two strong neighbors having not only cultural 
similarities but also potential for aid and cooperation, it would be natural for 
them to concentrate on China and Japan. Although they criticized China 
because of its weaknesses and its defeat by Japan, they admitted or recognized 
the weakness of their own countries and peoples, and saw themselves as 
underdogs compared to both China and Japan. Nevertheless, as more Korean 
and Vietnamese intellectuals became aware of each other’s situation, they 
sympathized with each other and began to cooperate overseas in Japan and 
China, as discussed below.   
 
The Chinese Revolution of 1911: from Monarchism to Republicanism 
While Korean and Vietnamese intellectuals now felt that China stood at 
the same starting line with them, China continued to provide new knowledge 
and inspiration through writings about the West as well as its own domestic 
developments, above all the 1911 Revolution. The Chinese Revolution ended 
the monarchy and declared the birth of a republic for the first time in East 
Asia. China again became the center of a new worldview and a model for the 
two cou tries’ nationalists.   
The news of the success of the revolution in China reached Korea and 
Vietnam, bringing hopes for their revolutionary activities and providing a 
model to imitate, as Japan had done previously. It is difficult to trace the 
popular image of China in Korea and Vietnam at that time because both 
countries were under colonial rule and journalism during this time did not 
flourish. But some  atio alists’ ideas about China after the Chinese 
92 
 
Revolution enable us to trace the transformation of the view of China among 
Korean and Vietnamese nationalists.  
First of all, these developments radically reversed Korean and 
Vietnamese views of Chi a’s recent decline. Even though the Revolution did 
not fully alter Chi a’s “backward” image, many people saw it more positively 
for having at least rid itself of the monarchy. For example, Phan Bội Châu 
described his feelings when he heard about the news coming from China, “I 
thought that, with success of the revolutionary party, the government of China 
naturally no longer would be corrupt and outmoded (what a mistake I made!), 
China thence following Japan in developing as a strong  atio .”207 Korean 
nationalist Jo Sung-hwan, a liaison officer for a secret organization in China, 
illustrated his feelings in a letter: “While there is a great hope in China, when 
can we have such a day in Korea?”208 
A second similarity is that the Chinese Revolution influenced 
monarchist intellectuals to switch to republicanism. Even before 1911, there 
were no high hopes to regain independence through the monarchy and the 
traditional system. The Korean monarchy was abolished by the Japanese in 
1910, while the Vietnamese monarchy was maintained but stripped of virtually 
all its power. In particular, all Cochinchina had been formally separated from 
the Vietnamese Empire and was under direct French rule by 1874 so that there 
was almost no monarchist sentiment among the Southern intellectuals. 
However, the traditional system and Confucian ideas still played an important 
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role in the mindset of traditionally educated people and the civil service 




The Chinese revolution of 1911 had great impact on political ideas from 
the Vietnamese point of view.
210
 For example, the Duy Tân hội, organized by 
literati and centered on Prince Cường Để, initially envisaged constitutional 
monarchy as a future governmental form. However, the news from China was 
a coup de grace for this kind of idea. The Duy Tân hội was replaced by the 
Việt Nam Quang Phục Hội (Vietnam Restoration Society) modeled on Chi a’s 
Tongmenghui. Cường Để was now meant to be the cou try’s future president, 
not its constitutional monarch.
211
  
The shift can be found among Korean literati as well. Before 
colonization, many Koreans considered a constitutional monarchy as an 
appropriate political system for the development and reform of Korea, 
following Japa ’s example. Although some nationalist groups such as 
Sinminhoe (New People’s Association) postulated republicanism as an 
ultimate goal or an ideal political system even before 1911, they compromised 
by accepting that a constitutional monarchy could be the best realistic 
alternative. After the mo archy’s abolition in 1910, however, although some 
groups called for its restoration, such movements became weaker.
212
 After the 
Chinese Revolution, many Korean nationalists turned to republicanism and 
envisaged the possibility of revolution in Korea. Finally, all provisional 
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governments founded after the March First Movement chose republicanism.
213
 
Republicanism became the main political system in East Asia (though Annam 
and Tonkin in Vietnam remained under a monarchy until 1945), with the 
exception of the Japanese Empire.  
Finally, China became a center for activities and cooperation among 
Asian nationalists. As Japan exposed its ambition to be an imperial power, 
both by colonizing Korea and by strengthening ties with the French by cutting 
off support for Vietnamese exiles, many Asians were disappointed and left the 
country. In fact, some Asians exiled in Japan already sensed its imperial 
ambitions. For instance, Liu Shipei, a theoretical promoter of the Ashu 
Washinkai, argued in 1907 that “they [white powers] want to control their 
Asian possessions by utilizing Japanese military force”, raising the Anglo-
Japanese Alliance and the Franco-Japanese agreement as examples. He 
concluded that “Japan is not merely the Korean enemy, but the common 
enemy of India, Annam, China and the Philippines as well. Therefore, to 
maintain peace in Asia, we should not only throw off the power of the whites, 
but also the Japanese oppression of Asia.” Thus although he wrongly assumed 
that Japan would be a henchman of Western imperialism, he correctly 
assessed its threat potential.
214
  
China now emerged as an alternative place of refuge and support, 
particularly after 1911. Korean and Vietnamese nationalists rushed to China, 
seeking momentum for their cou tries’ revolutions. The Quang phục Hội was 
founded by one such group, which was expelled from Japan and eventually 
ended up in southern China. Likewise, some Koreans in Shanghai organized 
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the Dong Je Hoi (Mutual Aid Society) as a base for independence movements.  
These relations with China differed significantly from the previous 
tributary system: their relations were now based on equal terms, personal 
relationships and mutual aid. At the same time, East Asian nationalists tried to 
get support not only from the Chinese government but also from the Chinese 
public. (These contacts will be discussed in more detail later in the thesis.) 
Many of the key players in the independence struggles worked in Chinese 
territory and interacted with other East Asians for a longer time.  
 
2. Introduction and Embracement of New Ideas 
Through the experience of colonization and wars in the region, East 
Asian intellectuals realized that traditional ideas and education were able 
neither to provide answers for recent global affairs nor to explain the strength 
of Western powers. An alternative explanation was needed as to provide how 
to save the country and to reach “civilizatio ” as it was now being redefined. 
Although there were different opinions and responses in the two countries, 
many intellectuals encountered New Learning at a similar time and responded 
in similar ways. This section analyzes the introduction of Western ideas and 
spread of New Learning in Korea and Vietnam. Then, it examines the 
introduction of Social Darwinism and its role in providing a powerful 







“New Lear i  ” and “Civilizatio ”: Introduction of Western Ideas and 
Reform Movements  
As discussed in the earlier chapter, Korean and Vietnamese intellectuals 
accessed books introducing Western political ideas and technology before the 
twentieth century. “New Lear i  ” (tân học in Vietnamese, sinhak in Korean, 
both from Chinese 新學) began in China in the 1860s. New Learning in 
China meant something similar to Western learning, which introduced various 
kinds of knowledge from Europe and America.
215
 “New Lear i  ” was 
transmitted to Korea and Vietnam from China. “New Books”, which referred 
to Chinese translations of Western books and Chinese writings about the West, 
played a significant role in this wave.  
“New Books (新書)” introduced to Vietnam Western knowledge such as 
history, political ideas, law, science and so on from the 1860s. The Huế Court 
purchased these books overseas and reprinted them in Vietnam. In addition, 
after the establishment of the protectorate, French authorities frequently 
donated Chinese translations of Western books and original texts.
216
 The 
Court monopolized book traffic from China and seldom allowed circulation of 
the books among the local scholar-gentry. However, from the 1900s, the New 




Among books and journals, writings of Chinese reformers Kang Youwei 
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and Liang Qichao were most influential for contemporary Vietnamese.
218
 
Most Vietnamese patriots during the time had strong intellectual and 
emotional ties to the traditional heritage, and these writings “ ave [them] 
reassurance that Western culture could be fruitfully blended with the ancient 
culture of the East.”219 Philosophical thinkers, especially Herbert Spencer, 
Rousseau and Montesquieu offered a new philosophy of the state and the 
world to Vietnamese reformers. In addition, the European, American and 
Japanese historical experiences became a source of political inspiration.
220
  
As in Vietnam, Korean reformers actively introduced Western learning 
such as political ideas and other cou tries’ histories. The New Books inspired 
Korean intellectuals who launched reform movements. As discussed earlier, 
the Reform Party was influenced by such books and attempted to carry out 
radical reform in 1884. Mainly, Chinese writers’ books and Chinese translation 
of Japanese and Western language texts circulated in Korea. In the 1900s, in 
particular, histories of the rise and fall of other countries (e.g. Egypt, Italy, the 
US) were popular among Korean intellectuals.
221
 Philosophical writings 
which were introduced in Vietnam also circulated in Korea, and had great 
impact on Korean reformers’ ideas. Among them, Spe cer’s Social Darwinism 
was most compelling. 
Korea took a similar path to Vietnam in general, but on a different scale, 
at least until its final colonization by Japan. In Vietnam, censorship started 
from the late 1890s and New Books were circulated via personal contacts and 
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reform groups were clandestinely organized.
222
 Koreans, however, were able 
to publically organize reform groups and to express their opinions boldly 
through the first decade of the twentieth century. Thus, it seems that, while the 
circulation of New Books was crucial to motivate Vietnamese  atio alists’ 
activities, their Korean counterparts put greater weight on launching various 
kinds of self-strengthening and enlightenment movements, and journalism.  
Although Vietnamese activities were restricted, the New Learning led to 
civilization and reform movements such as the publishing of newspapers and 
building of schools. Some scholars collectively categorize the series of reform 
movements as the “Duy Tan moveme t” which originated from Meiji 
Restoration and implied “reform” or “moder izatio ”.223 Schools played a 
crucial role in promoting and encouraging New Learning in society. Đông 
Kinh Nghĩa Thục was the most notable and influential example, even though 
the school was short-lived and the education reached a few hundred students 
only. Some classes used Chinese translations of English text books and 
contemporary Chinese books and periodicals which were appropriate for New 
Learning. Teachers encouraged students and the audiences who attended their 
public lectures to examine critically their own society and its old traditions. 
They also introduced use of quốc ngữ, which enabled the quick spread of new 
ideas in society because attaining literacy using Romanized script was much 
easier than with traditional Chinese characters. A newspaper Đăng Cổ Tùng 
Báo (Old Lantern Miscellany), which was published periodically, and a small 
library contributed to the ability of students and the public to obtain news and 
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The Koreans actively organized groups and launched reform or 
enlightenment campaigns for the public by publishing newspapers and hosting 
open forums. Tongnip Hyuphoe (Independence Club) initially led public 
enlightenment campaigns. It was organized by Seo Je-pil, who had just 
returned from the United States in 1897. Here the concept of “e li hte me t” 
means “the fundamental way of progressing toward enlightenment, consisting 
of correcting mistakes, learning new knowledge, and pursuing superior ways 
of doing thi  s”.225 The club published a newspaper Tongnip Sinmun and 
organized public speeches to popularize new ideas.
226
 Although it was 
disbanded soon after by a conservative party’s attack, regional study societies 
and nationwide organizations such as Taehan Jaganghoe (National Self-
Strengthening Association) and Sinminhoe, which pursued self-strengthening 
of the country and the enlightenment of the people, and newspapers such as 
Hwangsung Sinmun (The Capital Gazette), Jekuk Sinmun (Imperial Post), and 
Daehan Maeil Sinbo soon appeared.
227
 Self-strengthening or reform 
movements after the Treaty of Ulsa are called as the “Patriotic Enlightenment 
Moveme t” (henceforth, “E li hte me t movement”) in Korean history.  
Among the many schools founded by nationalists, the schools 
established by the Sinminhoe are the closest parallel to Viet am’s Đông Kinh 
Nghĩa Thục. The Sinminhoe, secretly formed by five societies nationwide, 
built several schools. Daesung Hakkyo in Pyongyang represented the aims of 
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the association and had a reputation as a private nationalist institution. 
Prominent nationalists such as An Chang-ho, Yun Chi-ho and Lee Sang-jae 
worked in the school and gave public lectures.
228
 Similar to Đông Kinh Nghĩa 
Thục, some classes used Liang Qichao’s writings as teaching material.229  
The New Learning and reform movements reflect the shift in the 
standard of civilization in the two societies. Koreans and Vietnamese turned to 
a new standard of civilization, Western-style modernization, and perceived 
that East Asian countries, except Japan, were on the margins of “civilizatio ”. 
While “civilizatio ” as defined by the Confucian ecumene can only fully exist 
within East Asia, now “civilizatio ” was universal: and could potentially be 
achieved by any nation. Thus, according to Schmid, “civilization was 
positioned as an authority with the full backing of world history that could be 
invoked when calling for the transformation of the  atio .”230 Although there 
were sharp differences among different groups regarding the ways to pursue 
national salvation, most of them agreed on the necessity of enlightenment of 
the people through education and specifically New Learning.  
Japan held a high position for having achieved “civilizatio ” within a 
short time and became a model for other Asians. It contributed to the 
introduction into Korea and Vietnam of Western political and economic ideas, 
technology, history, and philosophy, and provided itself as a good example of 
realization of New Learning. Quite a large portion of New Books circulating 
in Vietnam were Chinese translations of Japanese books.
231
 Koreans were of 
course more directly exposed to Japan than the Vietnamese, and the Korean 
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civilization discourse, munmyung kaehwa, followed the Japanese example, as 
discussed above. Even many conservative Confucian scholars began to 
support various self-strengthening movements in the 1900s, and munmyung 
kaehwa became a mainstream Korean patriotic movement.
232
   
However, this discourse was a double-edged sword. It supported a break 
from the traditional worldview, but at the same time, it could be used as a 
justfication of colonization by putatively more “civilized” powers. 233 
Moreover, some Vietnamese and Korean nationalists supported colonialism as 
a means to provide a better system for the country, becoming Francophile or 
pro-Japanese. On the other hand, others struggled to achieve civilization and 
independence while keeping their own agency rather than relying on change 
brought about by colonial powers. However, during the period of high 
imperialism, it was difficult to attain these goals only by themselves. Thus, 
they turned their eyes to the world powers and sought external aid and 
cooperation with other Asians.  
In this process, even though East Asians came to think less highly of 
their traditional civilization, it still played an important role in instilling new 
ideas. East Asians shared the civilizational discourse and terms which were 
borrowed from Chinese or from Japanese neologisms. Although Vietnamese 
and Korean nationalists also emphasized the necessity of vernacular (kukŏ or 
hangul in Korean, quốc ngữ in Vietnamese, both from the Chinese term 國語, 
“ atio al la  ua e”) and endeavored to popularize its use, at the same time, 
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traditional education enabled intellectuals to access external knowledge, and 
they continued to rely heavily on the use of Chinese.  
 
The Embracement of Social Darwinism  
Scholars in both Korean and Vietnamese history have pointed out the 
significance of Social Darwinism for the shift of intellectuals' worldview at 
the turn of the twentieth century. Social Darwinism, which combined Darwi ’s 
evolutionary theory with Spe cer’s social evolutionism, had been used as a 
logic legitimizing the strong dominating the weak. However, as introduced in 
East Asia, it served to provide reasons why their countries lagged behind or 
were invaded by foreign powers, as well as the philosophical background for 
the reform and enlightenment movements. Social Darwinism emerged as an 
explanation of Western industrial cou tries’ political, social and economic 
development since the late nineteenth century. It provided an explanation of 
the reason for conflicts between states and discord in society by using the 
terms “stru  le for survival”, “survival of the fittest” and “law of the ju  le” 
to refer to peoples or countries rather than biological species. It combined 
racism, to justify the white race’s domination over other races and 
concomitant extension of territory, the increase of trade, the acquisition of 
colonies and a powerful military force as being signals of progress.
234
 
Like other Western learning, Social Darwinism came to Korea and 
Vietnam via Chinese and Japanese translations. The intellectual mediators did 
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not only translate but also selectively accepted Western ideas. Thus, East 
Asian intellectuals embraced Chinese or Japanese versions of Social 
Darwinism, rather than the original Western version.  
Social Darwinism was introduced to Japan in the 1870s; thinkers such as 
Katō Hiroyuki embraced German Social Darwinism, which downgraded the 
freedom of the individual and emphasized the nation as a social organism.
235
 
In China, following the Sino-Japanese War, Social Darwinism spread through 
the translations and writings of Yan Fu and Liang Qichao. Yan Fu attempted to 
reveal the harsh reality of imperialism and to urge Chinese to realize the 
necessity of struggle for self-preservation, with proper guidance.
236
 For many 
Chinese, such a message provided the necessity for national unity to resist 
foreigners after Chi a’ defeat by Japan.237 Liang Qichao’s understanding of 
Social Darwinism was influenced by Yan Fu and Katō Hiroyuki. Under Katō’s 
influence, he placed the nation at the center of society rather than the 
individual.
238
 Lia  ’s interpretation of Social Darwinism influenced the way 
in which Koreans and Vietnamese accepted it and applied the idea to 
determine the path of their activities.
239
 
In Korea, Yu Kil-jun, one of greatest advocates for “civilization and 
e li hte me t”, introduced Social Darwinism to Korea after he studied at 
Keio University (established by Fukuzawa Yuchiki) and in America in the 
1880s. He highlighted the significance of competition for progress in his 1895 
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book, Theory of Competition. Through Korean newspapers such as Tongnip 
Sinmun, Hwangsung Sinmun and Jekuk Sinmun, Social Darwinism spread 
widely.
240
 For instance, editors asserted that “the White race is the most 
clever, diligent, and brave among all the races in the World. The Whites are 
spread all over the world, and gradually win over the inferior races.”241 As for 
Asians, the editors evaluated Koreans as the best race, explaining that “the 
Qing people are slow, dirty and stubborn, and do not learn good thi  s” and 
that “the Japanese followed Western civilization well, but they are impatient 
and so could go in the wrong direction if the worst happe ed”, while “the 
Joseon people can be the best if they learn well because they are open to 
enlightenment and not stubbor .”242 These editors’ views of themselves are 
positive despite the challenges facing Korea. This partial optimism was a 
common characteristic in the application of Social Darwinism in Korea, 
Vietnam, and China. Korean Social Darwinists followed Liang and Katō in 
viewing the evolutionary struggle as competition between countries, focusing 
on the state or nation rather than individuals.
243
 This became an “East Asia ” 
version of Social Darwinism.  
Đông Kinh Nghĩa Thục greatly contributed to spreading Social 
Darwinism as well as other forms of Western thought in Vietnam as mentioned 
above. The concept of “survival of the fittest” prevailed and intellectuals 
understood the rise and fall of nations and ethnic groups in these terms.
244
 In 
A Civilization of New Learning, an anonymous author criticized Vietnamese 
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society and emphasized that the Vietnamese must have a “dy amic” 
civilization, which requires “a strong intellectual vision and a program of 
actio ” resulting not only from values such as ideology and intellectual 
endeavors but also from difficult challenges such as international 
competition.
245
 Although “yellow-skinned people are just as able as white 
people”, he argued, “without seeing how things work, we cannot imitate and 
make progress.”246  
Phan Bội Châu understood that the Cham and the Ryukyu disappeared 
as separate nations because they lost in the struggle for survival against the 
Vietnamese and the Japanese respectively. He raised the question, “Why do 
our fellow countrymen know nothing of the joy of flocking together and think 
nothing of the tragedy of exti ctio ?”247 He emphasized that the most urgent 
requirement for the Vietnamese is ‘hợp quần’ (group unity), pointing out “the 
lack of unity and low level of people’s rights and people’s intellectual level are 
the causes for the loss of Viet am’s independence.”248 This interpretation, 
based on Lia  ’s thought, at the same time offered hope that they could 
survive in the struggle and finally become a powerful civilized country by 
developing their own strength. 
Almost all Korean and Vietnamese nationalists accepted that their 
country and people were weak and agreed that they should grow strong by 
themselves. However, different factions appeared according to their blueprint 
of how to regain national independence. Some argued that the cou try’s 
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independence was more urgent and important than civilization and the 
preservation of the yellow race. Many Koreans, however, agreed that they 
should not provoke resistance/rebellion against the Japanese since there would 
be no possibility of victory. Rather, they emphasized enhancing their strength 
through education and the development of industry, and waiting for the 
opportunity to achieve independence, by either peaceful or violent methods. 
Some went even further to justify the Japanese protectorate on the grounds 




The different dimensions of i tellectuals’ thinking can be seen in 
Vietnam as well. While Duy Tân Hội advocated armed struggle against 
colonialism, other groups placed more weight on civilization and self-
strengthening. Social Darwinism provided a powerful justification for 
colonization. For instance, in his letter to Governor-General Paul Beau in 
1907, Phan Chu Trinh, though he did not directly collaborate with the colonial 
government, pointed out that the Vietnamese realized that neither their 
intelligence nor their strength was sufficient to survive and preserve their 
autonomy; and criticized corrupt Vietnamese mandarins and those who looked 
up to other foreign powers instead of France. “The only way for us to keep our 
territory and to allow our race to survive in this  lobe”, he stated, “is to have a 
capable teacher [France] to educate us and regard us as her pupils.”250 
Nguyễn Vă  Vĩ h, who taught French in Đông Kinh Nghĩa Thục and was an 
editor for the quốc ngữ section of its affiliated newspaper, praised colonialism 
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and sought Viet am’s modernization through an alliance with the French when 
he joined the school.
251
 He wanted to believe that “Fra ce offered not only 
protection but pro ress”, and advocated French direct rule as a more desirable 






In fact, as Marr points out, the reformists' attitude toward French 
colonial rule was ambiguous from the start.
 253
 Korean reformists shared this 
ambiguity. The East Asian version of Social Darwinian ideas could work to 
promote self-strengthening movements with a positive vision of future 
success. However, at the same time, colonization confirmed that Korea and 
Vietnam were colonized because of their weakness. Thus, Social Darwinism 
served to justify accepting foreign rule, which could help a nation to survive 
and increase its strength in a global competition governed only by the law of 
the jungle. In a realistic sense, some who truly recognized their cou try’s 
weakness tended to accept foreign rule as a temporary necessity to enable 
gradual self-strengthening. The Darwinist perspective also tended to create the 
belief that if a country somehow expelled its present colonial master, it would 
remain vulnerable to colonization by someone else instead.  
The influence of Social Darwinism began to fade from the 1920s among 
intellectuals who inclined to radical ideas. Disappointment with world powers’ 
self-interest in the aftermath of the World War I, some intellectuals gradually 
came to the conclusion that Social Darwinism only justified imperialism and 
that self-strengthening based on Darwinian doctrines could not bring radical 
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changes in their countries. At the same time, communism and anarchism 
spread more widely after the Russian Revolution and attracted many 
nationalists.  
The cases of Shin Chae-ho and Trần Hữu Độ demonstrate intellectuals 
turning away from Social Darwinism to radicalism. Shin, who was a leading 
independence activist and the founder of Korean nationalist historiography, 
embraced Social Darwinism and translated Lia  ’s book into Korean.254 He 
interpreted the whole of Korean history based on a Social Darwinist 
worldview with emphasis on the rise and fall of minjok (ethnic group).
255
 
However, he was influenced by anarchism and criticized the self-strengthening 
movement as well as its theoretical base, Social Darwinism. In a 1923 
pamphlet, he argued that the self-strengthening movement had produced only 
“several schools and powerless organizations….because their claim had a 




Trần Hữu Độ, who started out as an Eastern medicine practitioner but 
became an influential writer and thinker, is an example of the intellectual 
transition in Vietnam. He relied on Lia  ’s writings to link self-cultivation to 
Social Darwinist visions of “ruthless stru  le” until the end of the 1920s. In 
his writings, he asserted that the Vietnamese would have to prove to the 
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French and to the world that “they had capacity to struggle and to wi ”. 
However, as he joined the Indochinese Communist Party, he embraced the 
ideas of Hegel and Marx and applied his new dialectical tools to the history of 
Western colonial expansion and the twentieth-century crisis of capitalism.
257
 
Likewise, under the influence of the French Communist Party and the 
Comintern, a group of Vietnamese intellectuals eventually began to condemn 
Social Darwinism as being devised to justify “ruthless exploitation of the 
lower classes”. 258  Some Korean and Vietnamese intellectuals abandoned 
Social Darwinism as they realized the nature of imperialism and faced up to 
the reality that their struggles could not succeed as long as much stronger 
imperial powers held their colonies and maintained hegemony.  
 
3. Interactions between Korean and Vietnamese 
Nationalists in Japan and China: the Beginning of Interactions in 
the Course of Anti-colonial Activities 
Even before colonialism, economic hardship, trade and religious 
persecution stimulated Asians peoples to cross borders and move to other 
countries. However, the threat of imperialism and colonization motivated 
more Korean and Vietnamese, in particular, intellectuals who devoted their 
lives to independence of their country, to across borders to seek aid, pursue 
study for self-strengthening, and launch armed struggle — but with varying 
degrees of success.  
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To Japan in the 1900s     
Even before the twentieth century, a small number of Korean and 
Vietnamese intellectuals went abroad to witness and learn Western technology 
or languages supported by the Court or their families; so it is possible that they 
met and interacted. For instance, Korean Yun Chi-ho went to China to study 
English in the Anglo-Chinese College (中西書院) in Shanghai 1885. He met a 




By the turn of the century, affected by Social Darwinian doctrines and 
pan-Asianism, East Asian intellectuals perceived Japan as the only country 
among the “yellow races” to have survived in the harsh international climate 
and stood up to the Western powers. Some Asians bolstered their struggles 
against Western imperialism by garnering Japa ’s support, as mentioned 
above. In addition, Japan provided a shelter for Asian exiles. For example, 
Korean reformists Kim Ok-gyun and his associates fled there after the failure 
of the Gapsin Coup in 1884. Vietnamese prince Cường Để spent most of his 
life in exile there. Liang Qichao shared the pan-Asian vision and maintained 
friendly relations with Japanese pan-Asianists.
260
  
The Korean government began to send students to Japan for study and 
training after the modernizing Kabo Reform in 1894-5 carried out by a pro-
Japanese cabinet under Japa ’s pressure. The dispatch of students by the 
government fluctuated with political and financial conditions in Korea. 
Nevertheless, the number of students studying in Japan and supported by the 
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government or their families reached around 900 in 1910.
261
 In 1905, students 
enrolled at the Tokyo First Middle School organized protests against the 
Protectorate Treaty. As a result, all Korean students were expelled. Later some 
students re-enrolled, while other students were disqualified from being granted 
government scholarships and instead entered colleges such as Meiji 
University. As the Korean students experienced discrimination and 
humiliation, they merged several organizations into the Daehan 
Yuhaksaenghoi (Association of Korean Overseas Students) in 1907, which 
developed into the Daehan Hunghakhoi (Korean Students Association for the 
Revival of Korea), in 1909.
262
  
Vietnamese students began to come to Japan through the Đông Du 
(Eastern Travel) movement launched by Phan Bội Châu and his group. Liang 
Qichao introduced Phan to Japanese pan-Asianists such as Kashiwabara 
Buntaro, who was secretary of Common Culture School, politicians Inukai 
Tsuyoshi and Count Okuma Shigenobu. Okuma and Liang both advised Phan 
to encourage Vietnamese youth to leave their country and learn about modern 
world, and offered positions and money to those who wanted to come to 
Japan. This led to the Đông Du movement. In January 1906, admission of 




By early October 1907, more than 100 students were in Japan as a result 
of Pha ’s meetings in Hong Kong with Gilbert Chiếu, who was an influential 
                                                          
261
 Lee Gye-Hyeong, “1904-1910 yŏ  taehanchekuk kwanpi ilpo yuhaksae  ŭi 
sŏ  kyŏkpyŏ hwa” (The Character Conversion of the Korean Students Sent to Japan by the 
Government Before and After the Establishment of the Residency-General), 
Hankuktoklipuntongsayŏnku (Studies of Korean Independence Movement History) 31 (2008), 
pp. 192-217. 
262
 Ibid, pp. 193-210. 
263
 Phan, Overturned Chariot, pp. 87- 89 n 108. 
112 
 
bourgeois intellectual in Saigon, working as an editor of Lục Tỉnh Tân Văn 
(News of the Six Provinces), and with a delegation of prestigious southern 
Vietnamese gentry.
264
 Beginning with three Vietnamese students in 1906, the 
number increased to more than 200 by 1908.
265
 Phan Bội Châu organized the 
Việt Nam Cống Hiến Hội (Vietnam Public Offering Society), which was 
mainly involved with “the fair distribution of finances, enforcing rules, 
systematizing contacts with the Japanese and Chinese, and safeguarding group 
records.”266  
Likewise, a great number of Chinese students went to Japan at the 
beginning of the twentieth century. Sun Yat-sen established the Tongmenghui 
with revolutionary Chinese students studying in Tokyo in 1905.
267
 He 
obtained promises of Japanese military aid, and had a close associate, 
Miyazaki Tōte , in the Toa Dobunkai.268 Liang and Kang Youwei were also 
closely connected with the Society. Although their political inclination was 
different from Sun’s, all of them were related to the society or received 
assistance from pan-Asianists.  
In this circumstance, it was natural for the Koreans, the Vietnamese and 
the Chinese students and nationalists to meet each other. For instance, Phan 
Bội Châu was introduced by Inukai to Sun Yat-sen in 1906 in Japan. They 
exchanged ideas about political systems and discussed how to cooperate. 
Although they did not agree with each other, these meetings led to cooperation 
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between Chinese and Vietnamese nationalists in Japan and later in China.
269
 
Later, in 1910, Pha ’s groups turned over their weapons to Su ’s brother when 
the Tongmenghui tried to launch revolts in Guangdong.
270
 
Asian revolutionaries also sought cooperation and established the Ashu 
Washinkai (Asian Friendship Association) in 1907. Its constitution asserted 
that its object was “to oppose imperialism and recover independence of the 
Asian nations which have lost sovereignty” and “its membership should be 
open to all the Asia s.”271 The members were ten Vietnamese, including Phan 
Bội Châu, Chinese Tongmenghui representatives, Korean Cho So-ang as well 
as Japanese, Indians, and Filipinos.
272
  
In terms of Korean-Vietnamese interactions, the meeting between 
Korean Cho So-ang and the Vietnamese is meaningful. At that time, Cho was 
a key organizing member of the Daehan Hunghakhoi while he was studying at 
Meiji University. Thus, he may have been one of those who had meetings with 
Vietnamese students in Japan and had contact with Phan. Later Cho moved to 
China and played an important role in the Korean Provisional Government in 
Shanghai. There is also evidence of friendly relations between the two  atio s’ 
student associations. A 1909 news article reported that when French embassy 
arrested and repatriated four Vietnamese students, a fifth student asked the 
Korean students for help. They collected money and helped him.
273
 There was 
another record in which a Vietnamese named “Nam Kwa  chu  ” (Lam 
Quảng Trung) sent a letter to Daehan Hunghakhoi in 1909. In the letter, Trung 
described his grief at the loss of his country, his reasons for going to Japan, 
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and the purpose of the upcoming meeting between Korean and Vietnamese 
students. He appreciated the fact that the Korean Students Association called a 
meeting for Koreans and Vietnamese to discuss each other’s situation.274  
Korean and Vietnamese students had different attitudes toward Japan, 
due to the different situations of their respective home countries. While Korea 
was in the process of colonization, the Korean students might have had an 
ambivalent view toward Japan. They were selected and supported by the 
government and had the ambition to make their country strong. However, after 
1905, they might have been desperate and felt inferior to Japanese. Some of 
them became anti-colonialists, while others returned to Korea after study and 
worked for the Japanese. Vietnamese students, by contrast, had already been 
colonized by a Western power, thus they desired to learn modernization and 
military strength from Japan to expel France. They were surprised by Japanese 
achievements, and there was hardly any criticism of the Japanese colonial 
approach toward other Asian countries at that time. However, when France 
discovered the Đông Du movement and Japan cooperated in suppressing it, 
Vietnamese students became aware of Japan’s imperial nature. 
 
To China after the Chinese Revolution 
Even though China lost its superior position in East Asia after being 
defeated by France and Japan, Korean and Vietnamese nationalists still headed 
there to receive assistance, launch their resistance movements, or to seek 
refuge before and after colonization. China was independent and 
geographically close. In addition, Koreans and Vietnamese were able to 
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communicate there, at least by writing Chinese characters, and were still 
familiar with each other. Vietnamese generally went to southern China, while 
Koreans went to the Northeast. From Vietnam, a few leaders of the resistance 
movement took refuge in China in the 1880s, such as Tôn Thất Thuyết and 
Nguyễn Thiện Thuật. Movements of the Korean anti-colonialist and resistance 
army into the Chinese border areas became active after the Japan-Korea 
Protectorate Treaty in 1905. Some Korean nationalist groups aimed to build a 
resistance base in northeastern China, where large Korean communities had 
immigrated due to famine and poverty since the late nineteenth century. For 
example, since 1909 Sinminhoe carried out a plan for their members to 
immigrate into Jiandao and establish Korean towns there for a future 
revolution. Immigrant nationalists organized the Korean Association and built 
Korean schools including military schools there.
275
 During these early years, 
there is no firm evidence of contacts and interactions between Korean and 
Vietnamese anti-colonialists in China, since Vietnamese nationalists did not 
go to China in large numbers until after the Revolution. In addition, Korean 
and Vietnamese anti-colonialists were separated by distance, and there was no 
impetus to bring them to the same place before 1911.  
The Revolutio ’s success accelerated Korean and Vietnamese anti-
colo ialists’ movements to China. The leaders and students who actively 
participated in the Đông Du movement and then scattered to Siam, China and 
Vietnam rushed to Canton and formed Việt Nam Quang Phục Hội. In Phan 
Bội Châu’s words, they came to China “to take advantage of the success of the 
Chinese Revolution and make use of the agency of the Chinese to turn their 
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situation arou d.”276 In 1912, Phan went to Nanjing and met Sun Yat-sen, 
Huang Xing and Chen Qimei, whom he already knew from Japan. These 
Chinese leaders provided him with money and grenades, as well as admission 
for young Vietnamese to Beijing and Guangxi schools.
277
 An estimated 1,000 
Vietnamese political emigrants were travelling between southern China, Japan 
and Siam at that time.
278
  
While Vietnamese nationalists interacted with Chinese nationalists of 
various ages and orientations in Japan, it seems that contacts between Koreans 
and Chinese were limited to students. Prior to Korea’s annexation, most 
prominent nationalists worked inside Korea, and those in Japan were mostly 
students. Although Cho So-ang joined the Ashu Washinkai, there were no 
active attempts to cooperate with Chinese revolutionaries. Rather, he 
interacted with Chinese students such as Dai Jitao, later a key leader of 
Chinese revolutionaries, in Japan in 1908.
279
 Although most Korean 
nationalists did not have such relations, they had similar hopes to the 
Vietnamese. Both groups contacted the same people and participated in 
organizing several Asian associations in China.   
A number of Koreans crossed the Chinese border via northeast Korea 
and moved to Beijing and Shanghai. Shin Kyu-sik, who later became a prime 
minister of the Korean Provisional Government in Shanghai, met members of 
the Chinese Provisional Government such as Huang Xing and interacted with 
revolutionary leaders such as Chen Qimei and Song Jiaoren.
280
 Some Korean 
students staying in Nanjing even joined the Chinese Revolution Army. These 
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Koreans expected to receive Chinese assistance when they would carry out 
their own revolution.  
There were several attempts to cooperate among Asian anti-colonialists 
in China. In 1912, Phan Bội Châu participated in the Revitalization of China 
and the Regeneration of Asia (振華興亞會) in Canton which consisted of 
about 200 Asian revolutionaries. According to his memoir, the leadership was 
mostly Chinese and Vietnamese; they planned to assist Vietnam at first, India 
and Burma second, and Korea third.
281
 There was no explicit mention of 
Korean participants, but the reference to Korea itself suggests a Korean 
membership in this organization as well. In the following year, another 
organization, the Four Countries Alliance (四國同盟 ), was formed by 
revolutionaries from Vietnam, Korea, Japan, Russia, and India.
282
 Even 
though the plans of these organizations were never carried out, these meetings 
reflect that Asian intellectuals constantly attempted to cooperate.  
One incident shows that the Koreans and Vietnamese shared their 
sorrow of colonization and interacted while in China. Nguyễn Thượng Hiền, a 
prominent anti-colonialist from northern Vietnam, described his despair and 
the meeting with a Korean friend in his essay, “Tearful Conversation over the 
Mulberry Fields and the Sea (1912 or 1913).” 283  After the Chinese 
Revolution, he joined Phan in Canton to organize the Quang Phục Hội. 
However, the Chinese revolutionaries were too preoccupied with the 
challenges of consolidating power inside China to be able to provide aid to 
anyone else. Koreans and Vietnamese certainly found this situation 
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depressing. Hiền looked for someone with the same experience and feeling, 
and finally met a Korean named Man in Beijing with whom he shared his 
feelings.
284
 This meeting indicates that Korean and Vietnamese 
revolutionaries stayed and worked in the same places and shared grief about 
the loss of their countries, which was a bridge to connect them.  
 
Conclusion 
This chapter has traced the impact of major historical events and 
influential ideas which contributed to the transformation of the worldviews of 
Koreans and Vietnamese intellectuals and their interactions in Japan and 
China. Confucian principles had provided ideology and legitimized their 
resistance, such as the Cần Vương movement in Vietnam and the Uibyung in 
Korea. However, since these movements ended in failure, intellectuals began 
to seek “new ideas” and a “ ew model” outside of their traditional framework. 
The Sino-French and Sino-Japanese Wars accelerated the de-centering process 
from the traditional world order as well as its worldview. In particular, 
colonial threats made both the Koreans and the Vietnamese feel overwhelmed 
by a sense of loss and inferiority, even before the completion of colonization. 
This required an alternative view which could provide answers about the 
reasons for their cou try’s failure and new ideas for their future paths. 
Increasing contacts with the outside world through the development of 
transportation also contributed to the rapid circulation of information and new 
ideas. Contemporary Chinese works were available via the local Chinese 
community in both countries, so that within a year or two Vietnamese 
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intellectuals could access the latest modernizing currents.
285
 Korean 
newspapers brought the latest news from Chinese and Japanese newspapers 
through telegrams, and Liang Qichao’s the Journal of New Citizens was 
directly delivered to Korea.
286
  
Social Darwinism and pan-Asianism made Japa ’s modernization look 
both desirable and achievable in its  ei hbours’ eyes. In particular, East Asians 
perceived Japan as a country of the same culture and the same race, and 
expected its support in a struggle between the “yellow” and the “white” 
“races”. However, although some pan-Asianists in Japan sympathized with its 
Asian neighbors and provided support, the Japanese government did not 
respond to such expectations, but rather followed the path of high imperialism.  
The view of Koreans and Vietnamese toward Japan shows that their way 
of understanding world affairs had changed. However, they still had a 
dichotomous view. Through the historical events mentioned above, they 
turned their eyes from Confucian civilization to Western civilization, and 
understood the struggle and competition in the world based on Western ideas 
such as Social Darwinism. Previously, they had divided the world into 
civilized people and barbarians; now it was the civilized and dynamic West 
versus backward Asia, or the “white race” versus the “yellow race”. 
Although Korean and Vietnamese scholars shared similar perceptions of 
Japan during the period, their views were not homogeneous. Indeed, their 
views reflected differences between their countries’ political, cultural and 
geographical relations with Japan. Because several Vietnamese elites had 
visited Europe and the cities of other colonized countries such as Singapore, 
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they realized the superiority of Western culture. However, since Korea had a 
closed-door policy, they in general visited only China and Japan with some 
exceptions, and thus Japan rather than China became their model. Moreover, 
Vietnamese nationalists could maintain a favorable attitude toward Japan for a 
longer time, since until the 1940s they experienced only neglect, not 
aggression, at Japanese hands. Although the Đông Du movement ended due to 
Japanese cooperation with the French, some Vietnamese still hoped that Japan 
would provide assistance in their struggles. On the other hand, although some 
moderate nationalists remained pro-Japanese, many Koreans nationalists 
turned their backs on Japan as a source of inspiration and became anti-colonial 
activists. Thus, the particular blend of racism which was the outcome of 
combining pan-Asianism with Social Darwinism could not work in Korea for 
a long time: if one supported Japan as the leader of the “yellow race”, one had 
to accept Japanese rule in Korea.  
The Vietnamese did not confront this contradiction as deeply as the 
Koreans. Colonization by a Western power meant that pan-Asian 
collaboration could be a solution for their independence struggle. However, 
some Vietnamese came to understand enough about Japanese colonial rule to 
be critical. For instance, Nguyễn Vă  Vĩ h raised the case of Formosa and 
Korea to those who “held mad hopes for” Japa ’s intervention in Vietnam for 
liberation.
287
 In 1917, Phan Bội Châu, a former exile in Japan and enthusiastic 
advocate of pan-Asianism, now told the French Governor-General that French 
rule was preferable to Japanese.
288
 After World War I, Phan worried about 
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Japa ’s expansion to other Asian countries as he saw Japa ’s acquisitions in 
China and assumed that Japa ’s rule would be harsher than the French if Japan 
invaded Vietnam.
289
 A decade later, Trần Huy Liệu, an editor the Đông Pháp 
Th i Báo (French Indochinese Times), criticized Phan Bội Châu’s initial 
efforts in Japan since “Japa  will dominate Vietnam and will apply to 
Vietnam the same cruel and inhumane policy as it has implemented in Korea 
and Formosa.”290  
As a result, there was a divergence of opinion between the view of Japan 
as a model that Vietnam could follow and a view of Japan as a potential savior 
that would rescue the Vietnamese. Cường Để represented the latter view and 
stuck to the hope that Japan would provide assistance for Viet am’s 
independence, staying there until Japan finally betrayed his trust. However, 
many Vietnamese had the former view. Quite a number of news articles in the 
1920s newspapers discussed the Japanese system and took it as a good 
example for modernization. In the 1930s, the conservative Phạm Quỳnh also 
looked to Japan as an example of an Asian state that had accomplished 
“i tellectual and moral reform”. 291 
The Koreans and Vietnamese did not totally neglect China, despite the 
popular impression of Japanese modernization. Confucian tradition still 
functioned in many intellectuals’ worldview, though the extent of its influence 
began to decline. They also continued to use Chinese characters, which 
facilitated East Asians’ interactions. In addition, contemporary intellectuals 
still viewed China as a crucial source of knowledge and new ideas. One 
                                                          
289
 Trươ  , VROC, pp.75-76.  
290
 Trần Huy Liệu, “A Bag Full of Confidences (1927) in Một Bầu Tâm Sự (Saigon, 1927)”, 
trans. Trươ   Bửu Lâm, in VROC, p. 256. 
291




Vietnamese writer stated that “the Chinese are in the process of substituting 
their old obstinate ways for a modernized spirit” and urged Vietnamese to 
pursue modernization.
292
 The Koreans also emphasized the urgent necessity 
for cooperation among China, Japan, and Korea and carefully looked at 
Chi a’s situation. Although intellectuals did not look to China as the center of 
civilization anymore, it was still recognized as an important source of new 
ideas for Vietnamese and Korean intellectuals, but as a transmitter of 
knowledge about the West rather than a producer of knowledge and culture in 
its own right. However, the Chinese Revolution transformed the situation once 
again. Henceforth, Korean and Vietnamese nationalists headed to China and 
organized groups for future revolution in their respective countries, as will be 
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Developing Interactions between Koreans and Vietnamese:  
the Late 1910s to the 1920s 
 
Introduction  
As examined in previous chapters, Korean and Vietnamese intellectuals 
moved to Japan and China, but also to the United States and Europe for their 
independence activities. These experiences broadened their boundaries in 
terms of worldview, experiences, relations, and strategy for their respective 
independence movements. This chapter traces interactions between Korean 
and Vietnamese anti-colonialists between the late 1910s and the 1920s, when 
the scope of their activities broadened. From the mid-1920s, they became 
more deeply involved in each other’s activities. Their interactions led to 
cooperation which not only made their activities potentially more effective but 
also attracted the attention of their colonial authorities.  
 
1. The Paris Peace Conference 
The end of World War I and the Paris Peace Conference brought people 
of colonized countries a new hope–though it proved to be short-lived. In 
particular, US President Woodrow Wilso ’s principle of self-determination 
and the equality of nations attracted oppressed people all over the world, who 
hoped it would bring immediate independence. Korean and Vietnamese 
intellectuals worked actively and dispatched delegations to present their 
claims to the world powers at the Paris Peace Conference.  
Kim Kyu-sik, sent by Shinhan Chungnyundang (New Korean Youth 
124 
 
Party) in Shanghai, arrived in Paris in March 1919 and soon worked as a 
representative of the newly declared Korean Provisional Government (KPG). 
Despite Japanese interference and a lack of travel expenses, Kim arrived in 
Paris with the support of the Chinese government in Guangzhou. Even in 
Paris, the Japanese government interfered with his activities, but Kim 
contacted and was supported by French and Chinese communists or socialists. 
Kim published letters entitled Circulaire (Circulation), which provided 
information about Korean independence movements, eight times from April to 
November 1919 and submitted “The Claim of the Korean People and Natio ” 
to the Allied leaders. Finally, a secretary general of the conference replied that 
the Korean issue was not appropriate for the Peace Conference because Korea 
was colonized before the outbreak of World War I, and instead should be 
taken up in the soon-to-be-established League of Nations.
293
  
The Vietnamese also appealed for consideration of the Vietnamese issue 
at the Conference. There were already quite a number of Vietnamese in 
France, either for study or in exile. Phan Chu Trinh and Phan Vă  Trường, a 
lawyer and interpreter, started the Vietnamese Patriots’ Association in 1918. 
In 1919, H  Chí Minh, who was called Nguyễn Á i Quốc at that time, arrived 
in Paris via America and London. He submitted a petition “The Demands of 
the Vietnamese People” written by Trường. Like the Koreans, the Vietnamese 
did not accomplish much. Only an aide to President Wilson and a Nicaraguan 
diplomat sent a polite note of reply. Then, Quốc managed to publish the 
Vietnamese demands in a socialist newspaper  ’Humanité. 294  The two 
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 roups’ lack of success was unsurprising since the main objective of the 
conference was to come to a settlement in Europe, and the only colonies on 
the table were those of the defeated powers. Therefore, colonized and 
marginalized peoples had to leave with disappointment.
295
  
According to French police reports, Nguyễn Á i Quốc had frequent 
contacts with Irish, Chinese and Korean nationalists who came to Paris to 
submit petitions to the peace conference.
296
 A meeting with Koreans was 
mentioned in Quốc’s interview with Chinese newspaper the Yishizhuribao (益
世主日報  Yi-Che-Pao in French) in Paris in 1919. The American 
correspondent interviewed Quốc on the recommendation of Kin Tchong-Wen 
and Kim-Koei-Tche, representatives of the KPG. The news article said that 
Quốc had made contact with the Korean delegate Kim Kyu-sik during his 
passage in America.
297
 According to a French police report, the Korean 
representative was a naturalized Chinese named Chin Ching-Wen, which was 
a Chinese name of Kim Kyus-ik.
298
 Nguyễn Á i Quốc reportedly read various 
newspapers and magazines in the office of the Korean representative and was 
in contact with Korean students in Philadelphia.
299
  
These contacts were sporadic but significant. Once again disappointed 
by their recognition of world powers’ self-interest, several nationalists were 
radicalized. After the failure of these attempts, Nguyễn Á i Quốc joined the 
French Socialist Party and became a founding member of the new French 
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Communist Party, and some Korean participants moved in the same direction. 
Their relations and interactions continued in the 1920s and 1930s in China. 
Kim Kyu-sik and Quốc possibly met again in China and Japan in the 1920s. 
Moreover, later Korean communists and Quốc’s group had close connections 
in southern China.   
 
2. Opening a New Phase of Friendship and Cooperation: the 
Meeting between Phạm H ng Thái and Seo Hung-A 
As mentioned in the introduction, in June 1924 a young Vietnamese 
anti-colonialist attempted to assassinate the Governor-General of Indochina in 
the International Concession in Canton. The day following the incident, local 
papers as well as newspapers in Indochina, Korea, France, Japan and the US 
reported it. The incident is significant in Korean and Vietnamese interactions 
as it shows their cooperation on the international scene.  
After the assassination attempt, the documents were wrapped in paper 
and dropped into the letter box of a local newspaper office, Xianxiang Bao (現
象報), by the assassi ’s Korean friend, Seo Hung-a. It contained the assassi ’s 
photograph and communications written in Chinese which enabled French 
authorities to trace the conspiracy.
300
 Thái’s testament and Seo’s comments 
provide clues about the relations and interactions between Korean and 
Vietnamese anti-colonialists during the period.    
 
Testament of Phám      Thái 
I am a Vietnamese who was born under the brutal rule of the 
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French. Since I was young, I began to find certain approaches to 
resist the French and liberate my homeland. I immediately became a 
member of the Vietnamese Revolutionary Army [Việt Nam Quang 
phục Hội] after its establishment. In April of 1924, I was ordered to 
assassinate the Governor-General of Annam [Indochina]. We had 
around ten members to conduct this task. They were assigned to 
Japan, Beijing and Hong Kong to look for opportunities. However, 
due to certain hardship, I failed to succeed in the assassination until 
June 19 when the Governor-General arrived in Shamian, Canton. 
There, I was able to kill him by throwing a bomb. [The letter was 
written before the assassination attempt was actually carried 
out.]….For the evil deeds he did in Vietnam, I had to kill him. 
However, I apologize to those others who were injured in this 
incident.  
I will not be regretful for this deed even if I die. I wish that what I 
have done will make other nations understand the suffering of my 
people and help us.    
 
Correspondence from Seo Hung-a 
I am a Korean who seriously worried about the fate of my nation 
and attempted to restore it. When I was in Tokyo, I was acquainted 
with Fan Hongtai [Phạm H ng Thái] from Vietnam. Through talking 
with him for days, my vision was extremely expanded….When 
Hongtai was in Hong Kong, he gave me a testament, and asked me 
to publish it once the assassination succeeded. The deed of Hongtai 
128 
 
is just like that of our  atio ’s An Jung-geun, who assassinated Ito 
Hirobumi; both have great impact. I am now submitting the 
testament and a photograph of Hongtai to your newspaper in the 




According to the accompanying news article, Thái and Seo first met in Tokyo. 
Later, when Thái came to Hong Kong following Governor-General Merlin, he 
handed his final testament to Seo and asked him to publish it if his 
assassination succeeded.  
From the 1920s, radical parties such as Tâm Tâm Xã (Like-Minded 
Society) and Joseon Uiyuldan (Korean Martyr Party) began to form in China. 
Tâm Tâm Xã was formed by former followers of Phan Bội Châu in 1923. The 
Society was anarchistic in its orientation, and later it was reorganized as a 
communist group led by H  Chí Minh in 1925. In the manifesto, the society 
pointed out “the persistence of personal rivalries and lack of collective spirit 
as the main reason for the failure of earlier anti-colonial efforts” and 
proclaimed its intention “to mobilize popular energies and to act on the basis 
of collective decision to restore human dignity which had been stolen from the 
Vietnamese people and to work for its happi ess.”302 As mentioned above, 
Tâm Tâm Xã was determined to assassinate Merlin, and to this end Thái 
travelled to Tokyo, possibly Seoul, Beijing and Canton, meeting Seo Hung-a 
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in the course of his travels.
303
  
Joseon Uiyuldan was organized in 1919 by radical Korean 
revolutionaries who were discontented with the moderate independence 
movements and inclined towards anarchism. In the manifesto, which was 
written by Shin Chae-ho in 1922, the party advocated the destruction of 
colonialism, the privileged class and social inequalities and the establishment 
of a liberal and popular Korea.
304
 Like Tâm Tâm Xã, Joseon Uiyuldan had 
been plotting bombings and assassinations of influential Japanese in China 
and Korea since its formation. Since 1923, it had formulated a grand plan, 
which would simultaneously launch large-scale anti-colonial activities against 
individual Japanese in Russia, Japan, and China, and dispatched members to 
these regions. Although they did not achieve the plan, one member, Kim Ji-
sub, threw a bomb at the bridge of the entrance to the emperor’s palace in 
January 1924. Although the bomb misfired, the incident became widely 




Phạm H ng Thái belonged to Tâm Tâm Xã, and Seo Hung-a was a 
member of Joseon Uiyuldan. Thái travelled from Nghệ An to Siam around 
1920, and moved to China with future Vietnamese revolutionary leaders.
306
 
Two months after the incident, his biography, The Story of Phạm Hồng Thái 
(Phạm H ng Thái Truyện) was written by Phan Bội Châu, and his fame thus 
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spread to Vietnam, even in prison.
307
 As for Seo, there was no record about 
the name Seo Hung-a or Seo Kwang-hwa, the name reported in the Korean 
newspaper, in Korean documents, perhaps because the members of Uiyuldan 
often used an alias in order not to expose the membership and their activities 
to the Japanese authorities.  
After joining the parties, both men traveled constantly in the course of 
their anti-colonial activities. Along their journeys, Thái and Seo met and 
interacted, perhaps in Tokyo. Coincidently, they were at the same place at the 
same time, with the similar purpose to assassinate the head of the colonial 
government of their respective countries. As Seo mentioned that Thái had 
excellent Chinese language skills, that language could have been a medium for 
their conversation. After the first meeting in Tokyo, they met again in Hong 
Kong, and Thái passed his final testament and his photo to Seo despite the 
danger of premature exposure of his plot. The cooperation between Thái and 
Seo suggests that differing attitudes towards Japan between Koreans and 
Vietnamese were now giving way to a shared radicalism.  
China played a significant role in their activities as an important 
international place for anti-colonialists from both Korea and Vietnam and, at 
the same time for imperial powers. France and Japan had concessions and 
were involved in China in several aspects such as economic interests and 
political cooperation. Korean and Vietnamese revolutionaries formed 
organizations and carried out assassinations of colonial officials in China after 
escaping from their home countries. Political instability in China due to 
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warlordism and civil wars could be potential risks, but at the same time they 
prevented the Chinese government from taking united and coherent measures 
against foreign anti-colonialists who had taken refuge there. Even though 
foreign countries asked the Chinese government to take certain policies 
toward their colonial subjects, it was not in a position to respond; some 
Westerners even accused it of “toleratio  of anti-foreign co spiracies”.308  
After the 1920s, young and radical nationalists began to dominate anti-
colonial activities in both countries as more moderate elements became 
increasingly disenchanted. Paris had proved again that diplomacy did not win 
independence, and such activities were seriously hampered by the colonial 
authorities. The Shameen incident reveals that news about anti-colonial 
activities in Asia quickly spread and encouraged other Asians to launch their 
own activities. According to Seo, Phạm H ng Thái wanted to be the An Jung-
geun of Vietnam. Thái’s passion to be an independence activist like An shows 
that A ’s story gave inspiration to young Vietnamese anti-colonialists almost 
twenty years later. 
Vietnamese newspapers were quite restrained in reporting the incident. I 
searched out popular Vietnamese newspapers at that time such as Trung Bắc 
Tân Văn, Nam Phong Tạp Chí and Thực Nghiệp Dân Báo. These quốc ngữ 
newspapers reported on the incident several times from June to July, but only 
briefly and with no comments about the assassin, while a few French-language 
newspapers such as Le Courrier d'Haiphong and Indépendance Tonkinoise 
provided more detailed information. The authorities probably did not want the 
quốc ngữ newspapers to dwell on the subject. In addition, most newspapers 
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mentioned above had close relations with the French colonial authorities; 
hence, they criticized the incident, rather than sympathizing with it as the 
Koreans did. For instance, an article in La Tribune Indigene stated, “we 
vigorously condemn these foolish crimes which strike blindly and 
 eedlessly.”309   
By contrast, Donga Ilbo, one of most popular Korean newspapers at that 
time, published nine news articles on the incident from June 21 to July 7, 
1924, including many details on Phạm H ng Thái’s life and testament. 
Subsequent articles also indicate that the Korean newspaper followed the 
diplomatic consequences of the incident. Because of pre-censorship by the 
Japanese authorities, it was difficult for Korean editors to present their real 
thoughts on the issue. For instance, a May 1924 news article in Donga Ilbo, 
which reported the arrival of Vietnamese revolutionaries who watched for a 
chance to assassinate Merlin was confiscated by the Japanese authorities. The 
reason given was that the article spread false information and could cause 
public unrest.
310
 Nevertheless, it was very common for newspapers in 
colonies to print stories about events in other countries which had implications 
for themselves. A series of articles about Phạm H ng Thái began with a news 
brief which commented that “as grief is best pleased with grief's company, this 
incident may prick the conscience of the Governor-General of Korea.”311 In 
the news article introducing Thái’s final testament and portrait, the editor 
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pointed out that “Thái’s words are indignant and thrilli  .”312 During that 
time, Korea s’ anti-colonial activities inside Korea were not dynamic. Many 
intellectuals were inclined to be pro-Japanese, and hopes for independence 
seemed to be fading. The editor might have expected that Thái’s actions could 
stir Koreans to carry on independence movements in this circumstance, though 
there was no indication that this actually happened.  
Thái became a model for young Vietnamese revolutionaries, and his 
attempt reawakened Vietnamese anti-colonial sentiment. For instance, Phan 
Bội Châu, who was fading from the political scene at that time, was deeply 
moved by the action.
313
 He not only wrote Thái’s biography but also 
attempted to carry on his legacy. He met Chiang Kai-shek and travelled to 
Beijing to meet Cai Yuanpei, the president of Peking University, and even two 
Comintern agents. Phan hoped to open a military academy like Whampoa for 
training Vietnamese revolutionaries, but he was soon arrested by the French 
and returned to Vietnam.
314
 H  Chí Mi h’s Việt Nam Cách mạng Thanh niên 
(Vietnamese Revolutionary Youth League) also required its members to take a 
pledge in front of Thái’s tomb.315  
The incident continued to resonate among Chinese. A stone monument 
was erected by Guomindang members in the Chinese Public Garden of 
Guangzhou “to the memory of the hero who fought, but unsuccessfully, 
against French militarism.” The inscription ended with the sentence, “This 
monument is therefore erected so that his spirit might live and stand as a sign 
for his fellow people.” The monument called Thái both a “hero” and a 
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“martyr”. The monument made the French authorities furious, and France 
asked Chinese authorities to remove the monument, though the request was 
not accepted. In addition, the bombing incident became a play consisting of 




3. Continuing Cooperation between Koreans and 
Vietnamese after 1924 
Many Korean and Vietnamese nationalists continued to move to China, 
receiving assistance from both the Guomindang (GMD) and the Chinese 
Communist Party (CCP).
317
 Since the GMD and the CCP formed two United 
Fronts (1923-1927, 1937-1945), revolutionaries from different political 
orientations sometimes worked together and participated in organizing 
associations, although ultimately Communists and non-Communists went in 
different directions. The political landscape of China during this time, in 
particular the First United Front between the CCP and the GMD to end 
warlordism in China, is important for understanding Korean and Vietnamese 
natio alists’ activities a d cooperatio . The U ited Fro t was the Comintern’s 
strategy to expa d the CCP’s i flue ce. Exploiting this development, 
Vietnamese and Korean revolutionaries, whether they were communists or 
moderate nationalists, could garner support from the CCP-GMD coalition. In 
addition, they applied the same strategy among their countrymen and sought 
cooperation with other groups during that period.  
In the 1920s, many young Vietnamese moved to France, but greater 
numbers went to China. During this period, Nguyễn Á i Quốc arrived in 
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Canton and reorganized Tâm Tâm Xã into the Thanh niên Cộng sản Đoàn 
(Communist Youth Corps).
318
 Then, he formed Việt Nam Cách mạng Thanh 
niên on 21 June 1925. The center of the League was the Communist Youth 
Corps, but it claimed itself as a “ atio alist a d u itary moveme t” u der the 
Comi ter ’s U ited Fro t policy. You   recruits fled from Viet am a d 
joined the League. The most promising recruits were sent to attend Whampoa 
Military Academy in Guangzhou, which was established by the GMD with 
Soviet advisers during the United Front.
319
 While Vietnamese communists 
also joi ed the CCP’s activities,  o -communist nationalists like the members 
of the Việt Nam Quốc Dân Đảng who fled to Chi a after their party’s 
repression by the French in 1930 would be more drawn to the GMD, whose 
name they had taken for their own party.  
Due to geographical proximity and the presence of Korean communities 
in northeastern China, many Korean revolutionaries chose that border region 
as a base for their independence activities and continued armed struggle in the 
1920s. Meanwhile, a number of Koreans moved to Beijing and Shanghai as 
well. In particular, while Beijing was under the Beiyang Government until 
1928, southern China was a major center for both the CCP and the GMD. As 
mentioned earlier, the KPG was established in Shanghai and became a center 
for Korean independence activities, in particular those who were focusing on 
international relations and diplomacy for gaining independence, which will be 
dealt with in detail in the next chapter. However, there were different political 
inclinations and strategies within and outside the KPG, and anti-colonialists 
who were influenced by radical ideas gathered in southern China. 
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According to a document from the Government-General of Korea in 
March 1926, about 600 Koreans stayed in Shanghai, while 180 Koreans 
resided in Guangdong. The document reported that the KPG and other groups 
had become less influential due to Japanese political interference and internal 
conflicts. As a result, radical parties such as Joseon Uiyuldan and communist 
groups were in the forefront of independence activities in southern China. 
About 25 members of Joseon Uiyuldan spread in Shanghai, Guangdong, 
Guangxi, Hankou and Xiamen.
320
 After the split of the CCP-GMD alliance in 
1927, while liberal nationalists of the KPG tended to cooperate with the GMD, 
communists inside and outside the KPG worked with the CCP.  
Naturally, Korean and Vietnamese revolutionaries interacted and 
cooperated with other Asian revolutionaries in southern China. In July 1925 
representatives from small and weak countries in Guangzhou issued a 
declaration in name of the Koreans, Vietnamese and Indians. This was in 
response to the June 23 Shakee Massacre (沙基慘案), in which British forces 
fired on demonstrators, causing 52 dead and 170 injured in Shakee, on the 
opposite side of the Guangzhou Concession. The declaration criticized 
imperial powers, in particular Japan, Britain and France for killing innocent 
Chinese workers, students and civilians as they did in their own colonies. It 
urged Chinese to strive against imperialism and to learn the reasons why other 
Asian countries were colonized. It continued, “We have no homes to return to, 
so we will support our Chinese comrades at the risk of our lives. We hope to 
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overthrow imperialism by closely cooperating to ether.”321 
Later that month, Korean, Vietnamese, Indian and Chinese 
representatives held a meeting of the League of Oppressed Peoples (被壓迫民
族聯合會), which had been founded on 30 June. Liao Zhongkai, who was the 
new Canton governor and a leader of the GMD and had moved Phạm H ng 
Thái’s tomb, presided over the League and Lâm Đức Thụ, an early member of 
H ’s secret group (but actually a Sûreté agent), served as a vice-president. H  
Chí Minh took charge of the secretariat and the finances of the Vietnamese 
part.
322
 Although it was not unlike the CCP-GMD alliance, the Lea ue’s 
declaration emphasized the role of oppressed peoples and the proletariat, and 
revolution, demonstrating a radical political orientation. It criticized 
imperialists who colonized weak and small countries in East Asia and 
transformed the colony into markets for their goods and suppliers of raw 
materials. It asserted that the only way to change this situation was oppressed 




It seems that the League had constant meetings and activities. It aimed at 
recruiting more members to expand its membership to more than 500 within a 
month.
324
 The League had a meeting in Hankou in 1927 in which Chinese, 
Indian, Koreans, and Vietnamese participated.
325
 In May 1928, a meeting of 
the League was held in Tokyo. About 100 representatives from China, Japan, 
Korea, Vietnam, Siam, Burma, India and Taiwan attended. Kim Kyu-sik, the 
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newly elected Korean chairman of the league, presided over the meeting. 
Representatives from these countries opposed Japan’s dispatch of forces to 
China (in the Shandong Expeditions of 1927-8) and deeply sympathized with 
the GMD.
326
 Likewise, when Koreans had commemorative meetings for the 
anniversary of the March First Movement in Guangzhou and Shanghai in 1926 
and 1928, representatives of the League from several different countries 
attended. The Koreans asserted that the March First movement was a 
liberation movement of the oppressed and the proletariat and urged oppressed 




Kim Kyu-sik, a Korean who became a chairman of the League in 1928, 
and Nguyễn Á i Quốc had already met in Paris in 1919 as mentioned above, 
and their relationship possibly continued in southern China. Korean and 
Vietnamese revolutionaries meeting in Paris and China recognized themselves 
as members of oppressed peoples of Asia who desired to resist imperialism 
together.  
Apparently, this kind of cooperation continued into the 1930s. For 
instance, when there was a rumor that many Koreans had been killed by 
Chinese in Wanbaoshan, northeastern China, in July 1932, Koreans, 
Vietnamese, and Indians together published a manifesto that this was a 
Japanese conspiracy to “i vade Manchuria and Mongolia and obstruct the 
unification of the oppressed races”. They requested “everyo e to remain firm 
against our common foes, in pleading our faith to the revolutionary spirit of 
the late Dr. Sun Yat-sen to secure the unification of the oppressed races.” The 
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declaration was signed by Pak Kuk-In ( 朴國人 ) from the Korean 
Independence Party, Lục Trọ    uầ  (陸仲勳) from Việt Nam Quốc Dân 
Đảng, and an Indian “Dz Ya Si  ,” (是也辛) from the Indian Youth League.328 
Clearly, the Korea ’s name was an alias, probably of Cho So-ang, who 
participated in the Ashu Washinkai with Phan Bội Châu in Japan in the 1900s.  
These events show that Korean, Vietnamese, Indian, and Chinese 
revolutionaries, whether they were inclined towards radicalism such as 
anarchism and communism or more moderate strains of nationalism, tried to 
cooperate both individually and organizationally. They desired to receive 
Chinese assistance not only from the GMD or the CCP but also from the 
Chinese public and pursued cooperation among themselves. The establishment 
and activities of the League and publicizing their support for one another can 
be understood in this way. However, after the end of the United Front, the 
revolutionaries were split according to their political orientation. After that, it 
seems that interactions between Koreans and Vietnamese mostly occurred 
among radicals. 
An organization like the League did not actually accomplish much. It 
was because their size was small and their activities in China were heavily 
influenced by local political conditions. Even though they could announce 
declarations and express solidarity with other Asian revolutionaries, in reality 
they remained vulnerable in terms of the number of members, organization, 
strategy and finance. Nevertheless, Korean and Vietnamese revolutionaries 
tried to take advantage of opportunities in China. For instance, several 
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members of Joseon Uiyuldan trained at Whampoa, and Guangdong became a 
center of their activities. Korean revolutio aries’ participation in the Northern 
Expedition provided valuable experience for their future revolution.
329
 The 
leader of Uiyuldan, Kim Won-bong, and several members inclined towards 
communism and associated with communists, although the group was 
supported by the GMD. Kim garnered support from both the GMD and the 
CCP. After independence, he joined North Korea and was included in the top 
leadership until he was finally purged by Kim Il-sung. Similarly, Sophie 
Quinn-Judge notes that H  Chí Minh used these same circumstances, notably 
the political strength of the Guangdong regime, to create “the nucleus of 
Viet am’s communist party”. To H , the League was initially to demonstrate 
Asian support for the Chinese revolution, but at the same time, its Vietnamese 
section functioned for recruiting and educating anti-French Vietnamese in 
1925.
330
   
 
Conclusion 
There are several similarities between Korean and Vietnamese 
 atio alists’ activities in the first quarter of the twentieth century. They moved 
to Japan, when Japan was a hope for Asians, then to China when its revolution 
broke out, then to France to appeal to the Paris Peace Conference. They 
crossed borders and headed to Japan, China, France, the Soviet Union, and the 
US, which presented opportunities to gain aid, to learn, and to launch anti-
colonial activities. The meetings between them were not coincidental 
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encounters but necessary consequences since they moved to these places with 
a clear and common purpose.  
China became the center for the struggle of both groups, providing 
momentum and inspiration after its 1911 Revolution. China, which still 
maintained a fairly high degree of independence despite many limitations on 
its sovereignty, was geographically close, and provided space and aid as well 
as lessons for organization and strategy to various Korean and Vietnamese 
groups from moderate nationalists to communist revolutionaries. Chinese also 
expressed their support and sympathy for or solidarity with Asian 
revolutionaries. Korea and Vietnam may have been the two countries 
attracting relatively more attention and sympathy from the Chinese public as 
the latter recognized that they had belonged to the China-centered world and 
shared cultural similarities, though China had been losing much of its 
significance and value in the region since the end of nineteenth century. There 
are several news articles showing Chinese support or solidarity toward Korean 
and Vietnamese anti-colonial resistance.  
In the relationship between Korean and Vietnamese nationalists, 
knowledge spread through the press may have had a greater effect than any 
direct cooperation. For instance, Ito  irobumi’s assassination by An Jung-
geun inspired Phan Bội Châu and Phạm H ng Thái, though they had never 
had direct contact. Likewise, Pha ’s book about the loss of Vietnam and Thái’s 
bombing attracted great attention from Korean society.  
  Bilateral activities involving small groups contributed to the 
development of interactions and solidarity between Korean and Vietnamese 
nationalists. From the series of events such as the meeting between Nguyễn 
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Thượng Hiền and Man in the 1910s, and Phạm H ng Thái and Seo Hung-a in 
the 1920s, we can see that there had been ongoing interactions between 
Korean and Vietnamese anti-colonialists, and that face-to-face contacts were 
effective to encourage each other and to develop cooperation. At the same 
time, the Sinographic Cosmopolis was important in providing a cultural 
context for their meetings and contributed to the development of their 
friendship.  
More broadly, the meetings among Asian revolutionaries in Japan and 
China led them to seek cooperation and establish organizations with their 
fellow Asian revolutionaries. Korean and Vietnamese revolutionaries also 
actively participated in such organizations and attempted to cooperate with 
other Asians against colonialism. One may legitimately question the 
effectiveness or significance of these organizations. However, this sort of 
organization was important due to its indirect consequences, rather than its 
accomplishments. First, Asian nationalists could publicize their cou tries’ 
miserable situations and injustices suffered under colonial rule to the outside 
world through these organizations. In addition, they encouraged anti-
colonialists from other countries and expressed their solidarity by attending 
each a other’s ceremonies or anniversaries. Second, through these 
organizations, Asian revolutionaries had opportunities to establish 
relationships, and garner support first from Japanese, then from Chinese. In 
these organizations, Asian nationalists from various groups of Korean and 
Vietnamese anti-colonialists worked together regardless of their political 
tendencies in the context of the GMD-CCP coalition, although cooperation 
between radical groups grew in southern China from the middle of the 1920s.  
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In fact, non-Communist  atio alists’ attempt to work together and build 
a shared vision in the 1900s laid a foundation for the movement for Asian 
solidarity. The pan-Asian vision, which was shared by Japan, enabled Asian 
nationalists to encounter each other and initiate associations for Asian 
solidarity. After the Asian nationalists became aware of Japa ’s imperial 
ambitions and many of them willingly left or were forced to leave Japan, the 
pan-Asian vision centered on Japan began to be discredited. However, 
attempts for Asian solidarity and cooperation, which we can call “Asia ism”, 
continued but were expressed differently from earlier pan-Asianism, and from 
a different center: China in the 1920s. The GMD’s support played a significant 
role in organizing and maintaining Asian association and the training of 
Korean and Vietnamese revolutionaries in China. While the Japanese 
government had never actively supported pan-Asianism and pan-Asian 
organizations, the Chinese government, at least the GMD in southern China 
(since the CCP did not form the government at this time), provided some 
assistance for Asian associations and revolutionaries. The next chapter will 
discuss the ways in which French and Japanese empires attempted to 
cooperate in restricting these Korean and Vietnamese anti-colonialists and 










Cooperation between Japanese and French Empires Regarding Korean 
and Vietnamese Nationalists 
 
Introduction 
Korean and Vietnamese nationalists expected to receive aid from 
foreign powers which had not colonized them. As discussed in previous 
chapters, some Vietnamese nationalists worked in Japan for Viet am’s 
independence, while their Korean counterparts headed to Paris and the French 
Concession in Shanghai. In response, the governments of Japan and France 
cooperated in monitoring these nationalists and in cracking down on their 
activities.  
The analysis of the complex relations between Japan and France as 
colonial powers in the Far East sheds light on another aspect which directly or 
indirectly affected Korean and Vietnamese activities and their relations during 
that time.
331
 This chapter focuses on the two empires which each had to deal 
with the issue of colonial activists from the other’s colony in an area under its 
sovereignty, i.e. the Koreans in the French Concession in Shanghai (FCS) and 
the Vietnamese in Japan. The events and correspondence analyzed in this 
chapter reveal the ways in which the French and Japanese empires worked 
together to restrain anti-colonial activities, the nature as well as limitations of 
this cooperation.   
During the early twentieth century, several events attracted special 
attention from France and Japan, causing anxiety and disputes between the 
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two empires. In the late 1900s, France was seriously concerned about 
Vietnamese exiles in Japan–in particular, two leaders of the Đông Du 
movement–and demanded their deportation. Documents after 1919 indicate 
that Koreans were arrested and deported from the FCS. These documents also 
discussed Cường Để’s activities, Korean activists in 1920 in the French 
Concession, and Korean Yun Bong- il’s bombing attack against Japanese at 
Hongkou Park in Shanghai in 1932. 
These events and documents show that Franco-Japanese cooperation 
during this period was pragmatic: each was willing to cooperate only if the 
other provided competent assistance. In addition, the relations were never 
entirely free of suspicion: each suspected the other of leaking important 
information, or protecting and providing support to the other power’s colonial 
subjects. Initially, they could reach an agreement since both parties benefited 
from this collaboration. However, as they confronted threats inside and outside 
their colonies later on, their attitude and approach towards each other changed 
and mutual suspicion arose.  
 
1. The Franco-Japanese Agreement in 1907  
By the turn of the century, French officials claimed that Vietnam was 
pacified; they were not aware of the establishment of Việt Nam Duy Tân Hội 
in 1905. By 1906, however, the French became concerned about the increased 
disaffection among scholar-gentry in the countryside, and among intellectuals 
in the towns. Hence, French officials began to worry about Vietnamese 
stude ts’ movement to Japan and their possible links to Phan Bội Châu and 
Prince Cường Để. As a precaution, the Governor-General organized a secret 
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police in order to infiltrate secret societies which were disseminating anti-
French literature imported from Japan.
332
  
The French Colonial and Foreign Ministries suspected that 
collaboration between Vietnamese exiles in Japan and Japanese politicians 
was part of a pan-Asian movement against Western colonial powers, 
considering Phan and Cường Để as “Japa ese a e ts”. When the French 
Minister in Tokyo asked about the two men in November 1906, the Japanese 
government denied any knowledge, which made the French more 
suspicious.
333
 Although support for Cường Để came from Japanese 
individuals, the French assumed that the support was official since these 
individuals had some connection with the government. Nevertheless, 
documents indicate that while French diplomats were not seriously concerned 
about Vietnamese activities in Japan at this point because they were aware of 
Tokyo’s willingness to maintain good relations with France, the colonial 
authorities in Indochina continued to press the issue.
334
 
The widely spreading nationalist sentiments increasingly alarmed the 
colonial authorities. The leaders of Đông Kinh Nghĩa Thục criticized French 
rule and expressed their support for Japa ’s leadership for Asians, distributing 
ballads from the school or poems sent by Phan Bội Châu.335 Moreover, the 
colonial authorities were further threatened by the tax protests in central 
Vietnam and the attempt to poison the French garrison in Hanoi in 1908. In the 
investigation of the attempted poisoning, it was revealed that the conspirators 
had connections with overseas nationalist leaders. In addition to this, in early 
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1908, wealthy supporters of the Đông Du movement visited Japan, but a 
Vietnamese Sûreté agent followed them. This indicates that the exiled 
 atio alists’ activities were considered a serious threat to the government of 
Indochina, which decided to “i te sify surveillance of such movements and to 
continue infiltrating secret societies and other suspicious  roups” while also 
taking action against Vietnamese in Japan.
336
 
France had supported Russia during the Russo-Japanese War. Following 
Russia’s defeat, France was concerned about the security of its distant territory 
in Indochina and Yunnan in China where it had special interests such as 
railway rights, especially since these territories were open to Japanese 
influence. In addition, Japa ’s victory created a great sensation among 
intellectuals in Indochina, which made the French more worried. Fortunately 
for France, Japan desired to recoup its wartime financial losses by applying for 
loans from Paris since similar attempts in London and Berlin were 
unsuccessful. The French decided to grant loans conditioned on Japanese 
willingness to make a settlement with both Paris and Moscow, since its 
alliance with Russia was of concern in Europe.
337
 Japan agreed to guarantee 
the security of French rights and interests in the Far East, as well as those of 
Russia in that region in exchange for approval of the loan. The 1907 Far 
Eastern Agreements promised “to respect the independence and integrity of 
Chi a” as the signatories had, and they declared “a special interest to have the 
order and pacific state of things preserved especially in the regions of the 
Chinese Empire adjacent to the territories where they have the rights of 
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sovereignty, protection or occupatio .” A second part declared the treatment of 
the most favored nation for the officers and subjects of Japan in French 
Indochina as well as the latter’s subjects and protégés.338 
As France and Japan agreed to protect the security of each other’s 
colonies, France was able to ask the Japanese police to watch the Vietnamese 
closely. For Japan, it was much more important to join the imperial club to 
maintain the security of its colonies, fulfill its colonial ambitions, and facilitate 
access to loans. In short, Japan wanted to be able to match the European 
powers, rather than to encourage anti-colonial nationalism at the risk of 
damaging relations with those powers. Although there were other parties and 
voices in Japan, including, for example, pan-Asianists who had different ideas 
about its role in Asia, such was not the Japanese  over me t’s official 
viewpoint. This was particularly the case for Vietnamese since Japan would 
receive loans from French sources, and both parties had already reached an 
agreement.  
The French colonial regime pressured the stude ts’ parents to write 
letters to their children, urging them to return to Indochina. Japanese police 
also advised the students to write back to their parents. For the safety of their 
families, many students returned to Vietnam–90 of them returned by 
September 1908, and a considerably larger number by December. Finally, 
under French pressure, an expulsion order for Vietnamese students was 
enacted by the Japanese Foreign Ministry. Although a few Vietnamese 
nationalists and students still arrived in Japan in 1908, only 20 remained by 
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 The French Embassy requested the Japanese Foreign Ministry to 
follow up on leaders of Vietnamese nationalist movements as well. Eventually, 
the Japanese police deported Phan Bội Châu in March 1909. They tracked 
down Cường Để as well and proceeded to expel him in early November. 
Before Cường Để left, he expected that his Japanese friends could protect him, 
but when he visited Buntaro, he encountered the police there and was forced 
to leave Japan. (As will be discussed below, however, he subsequently 
returned.) Inukai gave him 4000 yen and three pistols before he headed to 
China.
340
 France understood the Japanese  over me t’s cooperation as “a 
desire to maintain good relations with France and [felt that it] exposed the 
illusions of those Vietnamese who looked for aid from Tokyo.”341  
This was the first instance of Franco-Japanese cooperation to address 
overseas anti-colonial activities. This case also revealed Japa ’s ambiguous 
attitude toward its Asian neighbors. When Asian intellectuals arrived in Japan, 
Japan provided support in various aspects, such as finance, admission to 
schools, and residences. Pan-Asianists emphasized their similar “race” and 
culture, and the Asian exiles agreed with the slogans and expected support for 
their activities. However, Japan gradually disclosed its imperial ambition to 
colonize its neighbors as well as its evident willingness to sacrifice the 
interests of other Asian nationalists.  
As a result, Vietnamese anti-colonial activities, and subsequently other 
Asian cooperation activities in Japan ended. Vietnamese students and exiles 
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either went back home or scattered to other countries such as China and Siam. 
After the Chinese Revolution, many Vietnamese nationalists rushed into 
China, as mentioned earlier. Now France needed to focus its attention on those 
Vietnamese in China. However, the French was still concerned about the 
return of Prince Cường Để to Japan. At the same time, Japan also wanted 
French assistance in monitoring Korean nationalists because some were taking 
refuge in territories under French jurisdiction.  
 
2. French and Japanese Agreement in between 1919 and 
1920  
The Paris Peace Conference aroused great interest among colonized 
peoples throughout the world; France and Japan thus needed to pay close 
attention to anti-colonial activists in the empires and internationally. In the 
postwar period, the French Concession in Shanghai became a center of Korean 
 atio alists’ activities, as the Korean Provisional Government (KPG) was 
located in the settlement. Meanwhile, by 1915 Cường Để was able to return to 
Japan. In such a situation, the two empires exchanged information and 
cooperated in other ways to trace their subjects’ anti-colonial activities.  
 
During the Paris Peace Conference  
During the Paris Peace Conference, both Japan and France paid 
attention to their colonized subjects who were attempting to appeal to world 
powers and intervened if necessary. Japan noticed that the representative of 
the KPG left Shanghai for Paris in January in 1919. Immediately, the Japanese 
Ambassador in Paris asked the French government for “rejectio  of the entry 
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of Koreans who do not have visas issued by the Japanese Embassy or a 
Japanese diplomat excepting sailors of wrecked ships until the conference 
closes.”342  After the Koreans reached France, Japan again requested on 
investigation into their whereabouts and activities.
343
  
The French Ministry of the Interior reported detailed information about 
these Koreans to the Foreign Ministry in May and June.
344
 However, there is 
no indication that the French blocked the Korea s’ entrance into Paris or 
interfered with their activities.
345
 There was probably no reason for French 
action beyond surveillance. The French reported that the Koreans spent their 
days writing in their apartment. Overall, given Tokyo’s general reluctance in 
regard to monitoring the Vietnamese in Japan, France was not inclined to be 
vigorous in its surveillance of Korean visitors.   
 
Prince Cường Để in Japan  
After his deportation from Japan in November 1909, Cường Để headed 
to Shanghai with several companions.
346
 He soon moved to Hong Kong, in 
1910, and then to Bangkok. After the success of the 1911 Revolution, the 
Prince rushed to southern China with Phan Bội Châu; he became president of 
Pha ’s Việt Nam Quang Phục Hội.347 Cường Để set out on a trip to Europe 
between 1913 and 1914. His hopes of meeting German politicians proved 
fruitless, however, and so he returned to China.
348
 Unfortunately, as Phan had 
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been arrested by Chinese in 1914 and was in jail for three years, the Pri ce’s 
activities faced more difficulties. In his letter to Phan in 1916, he expressed 
the feeling that “We have been separated for several years; each of us has 
accomplished nothing. We seriously are guilty vis-a-vis our compatriots who 
living and dead.”349 In 1915, when he was exhausted and disappointed, his 
Japanese friends Inukai Tsuyoshi and Kashiwabara Buntaro promised him 
safety in Japan, and so finally he returned to Tokyo. Inukai gave financial help 
to him by providing 100 yen per month, and, later, 150 yen.
350
  
The French were aware of these developments and received updates 
through their a e t’s reports such as from Le Du, a close associate of Cường 
Để in Japan. The French understood that some Japanese individuals supported 
Cường Để because of the failure of Franco-Japanese tariff discussions in 1916, 
as will be seen below. They also thought that his financial support came “from 




The Government-General of Indochina (GGI) asked the French 
Embassy in Tokyo to monitor Cường Để and his ties to the Japanese. 
However, the Embassy did not follow through because it wanted to maintain 
good relations with Japan during the war. Moreover, in 1916 the French were 
focusing on the brief revolt by Emperor Duy Tân, which did not involve 
Cường Để. In March 1917, France asked for information about Cường Để and 
his group. Japan accepted the request but did not take any action, either then 
or after subsequent requests later that year. In February 1919, Cường Để sent a 
telegram to the Indochina government in Hanoi to proclaim Vietnamese 
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unhappiness under French rule and the desire for immediate liberty. Governor-
General Sarraut asked the French Embassy in Tokyo to prevent such a 
campaign by Cường Để. The Embassy passed on the information about the 
Prince to Japanese authorities without making any specific requests. Again, 
Tokyo did nothing because of a “fear of implicating some high-ranking 
Japanese citizens in a diplomatic wrangle with the Fre ch”, although the 
Japanese police kept monitoring Cường Để.352  
During the Paris Peace Conference in 1919, Cường Để was in China. 
He published a petition for the conference in a Beijing newspaper that was 
subsidized by Japan. He also sent a telegraph to the Conference and to the US 
President Wilson. Some French officials thought that “certai  Japanese 
politicians were implicated in these activities” and that the petition was “a 
manifestation of a new Pan-Asian anti-colonial league in Chi a”, which could 
affect Vietnamese members of the French military garrison in Beijing and 
Tianjin.
353
 The Governor-General of Indochina passed this information to the 
Japanese authorities and dispatched the head of the political and security 
section to collect information about Cường Để’s activities. In a meeting with 
Japanese government officials, he expressed his wish that the Prince could 
“remai  in Japan, rather than having him turned loose in other countries 
fomenting trouble for them” and where he could be monitored. France did not, 
however, request Japan to take any action.
354
  
Fra ce’s understanding of the reasons for Tokyo’s request for Cường Để 
to return to Japan gives us a clue to why Japan accepted him back after 
expelling him earlier. After the outbreak of World War I, Japa ’s position in 
                                                          
352
 Tran, Vietnamese Royal Exile, pp. 95-99.  
353
 Marr, Vietnamese Anticolonialism, p. 237. 
354
 Tran, Vietnamese Royal Exile, p. 101.  
154 
 
the world changed. As European powers were involved in the war in Europe, 
the Far East was not the main concern for them. In addition, Britain and 
France wanted Japan to secure their colonies against Germany in the Far East. 
As a result, Japan became a pre-eminent power in East Asia and had less need 
to be directly concerned about European opinion.
355
  
Moreover, Cường Để’s Japanese friends became more influential and 
powerful in Japanese politics, and could offer him more protection. Inukai 
Tsuyoshi was one of only two men who had constantly held seats in the House 
of Representative since the first Diet of 1890 until his death in 1932. In 
addition, in 1917, Inukai joined the Foreign Policy Deliberation Committee, 
which was directly presided over by the Emperor, and eventually became 
Prime Minister. Kashiwabara Buntaro was also elected several times to the 
Diet’s House of Representatives.356 In this circumstance, unless there was an 
urgent need to cooperate with France for national interests, the Japanese 
government would not want to risk upsetting the Pri ce’s high-ranking 
protectors.   
However, it is unclear whether the Japanese sincerely wanted to assist 
the Vietnamese revolution against France. They asked Cường Để to return to 
Japan when there were negotiations regarding Franco-Japanese tariffs. In fact, 
French authorities such as the Ambassador in Tokyo thought that “the situation 
might become different once Japan is sufficiently satisfied with the issue of 
Indochinese tariff.” 357  It was also possible that the Japanese politicians 
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considered Cường Để’s potential future usefulness, when Japan would expand 
its influence further. However, after 1919, Japan became more desirous of 
French cooperation because of the KPG in the FCS.  
 
Korean Anti-Colonialists in the FCS  
Shanghai is close to Korea, convenient for international transportation, 
and provided Koreans relative safety from arrest by Japan. Koreans preferred 
to stay in the French Concession, which was separate from the International 
Settlement. While the latter was administered by an elected Council which 
included the Japanese, the FCS was administered by the French Municipal 
Council, and the Japanese had no direct authority there.
358
 According to the 
French Consul, there were about 50 Koreans in the FCS in April 1919.
359
 The 
number of Koreans rapidly increased after the March First Movement. 
Between 1919 and 1921, they numbered more than 1000, but this number later 
decreased to 600. Of these, 400 stayed in the FCS, while another 200 stayed in 
the International Settlement.
360
 In 1932, an estimated 1400 Koreans were 
staying in Shanghai according to Korean records.
361
  
At that time, the KPG was organized in Shanghai, affected by the March 
First movement, though it was only one of several such governments formed 
in places such as Vladivostok and Seoul. The three governments merged in 
September 1919 and a united government was placed in the FCS. This resulted 
in an influx of Korean activists from Korea as well as overseas Korean 
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communities such as Russia, China, Japan and the US, along with some pro-
Japanese spies.  
The French authorities officially announced that they did not allow any 
political activities in their Concession. However, it was obvious that Koreans 
deliberately chose to reside in the FCS for its relative safety to conduct their 
independence activities. In the International Settlement, Japan could arrest 
Koreans anytime by exercising extraterritoriality.
 
On Chinese territory, 
government officials could arbitrarily decide to turn Koreans over to Japan.
362 
On the other hand, in the FCS, the Japanese Consul was expected to ask for 
prior approval to execute a warrant on Koreans. Since Koreans were under 
Japanese jurisdiction, the Japanese could arrest them directly with a warrant, 
as long as the French agreed. However, if Koreans broke the common law by 
committing crimes such as murder or theft, the French Consul could not refuse 
approval.
363
 Hence, the French Consul said in a meeting with Korean leader 
An Chang-ho that “Fre ch traditional tolerance could not be applied in the 
FCS because of legal constraints although France had always protected 
oppressed people and did not turn them over other’s ha d.” Because he could 
not guarantee their safety, he advised Koreans to leave the FCS and to refrain 
from any political activities.
364
 However, the Koreans did not leave.  
 
Correspondence between the French and Japanese Consul in the FCS 
between 1919 and 1920 
A series of official documents entitled “Korea s in Sha  hai” were 
produced by the French Consulate between 1919 and 1920. These documents 
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show that the French tried to provide humanitarian assistance to Koreans such 
as letting them stay or preventing them from being arrested by Japanese, while 
trying to prevent any incidence or disturbance created by Koreans in the 
concession. At the same time, France gave careful attention to regional and 
international public opinion when they took action against the Koreans. France 
generally displayed a cooperative attitude toward Japa ’s demands, but this 
was not always the case. France looked closely at Tokyo’s response to requests 
for information about Cường Để and other Vietnamese revolutionaries in 
Japan before deciding how much to cooperate in Shanghai.   
The large volume of documents relating to Japa ’s request for prior 
approval to execute a warrant of arrest on Koreans in the FCS points to several 
interesting observations. In the decision-making process, the French Consul 
General in Shanghai communicated not only with the French Minister in 
Beijing and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Paris but also the French 
Ambassador in Japan and even the GGI on several occasions. In May 1919, 
the Japanese Consul General in Shanghai asked the French Consul General for 
prior approval to arrest eleven presumed Korean revolutionaries.
365
 At first, 
the French authorities refused approval because of the large number, and they 
were concerned about cooperating too closely with Japan on Chinese soil 
following the surge of anti-Japanese public opinion since Japa ’s takeover of 
Shandong. However, Japanese officials insisted they should be permitted to 
arrest at least three of them because the Koreans in question were criminals. 
Finally, two Koreans whose names were not on the list in the arrest warrant 
were arrested and sent back to Korea without any preliminary examination. 
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However, it turned out that they were neither responsible for the recent 
situation which Japan wanted to investigate; nor were they criminals as Japan 
claimed. Japanese authorities may have been misused charges of criminality as 
a way to facilitate their access to suspected revolutionaries, as seen in this 
case. As the French had feared, Chinese public opinion blamed Japan, and 
France was seen as “either being tricked by Japan or a conspirator of the 
arrest.”366  
Surprisingly, the French acting Consul warned the Koreans in advance 
so that they managed to escape. He criticized the Japanese for arresting several 
people at the same time without providing clear evidence. He also felt that the 
public uproar against Japan provided him an excuse to say no. The French 
Minister called the Japanese Mi ister’s attention to the issue and reminded 
him that “Fra ce cannot help Japan when the case is complicated and 
embarrassi  ….unless the Japanese government provides more effective 
support to crack down on Annamese revolutionaries in Japa .” In addition, he 
advised the acting Consul “ either to cooperate as much as the French Consul 
did previously nor to completely refuse their request when Japan asked for 
approval of an arrest warra t.”367  
According to the Mi ister’s document, Japanese authorities had claimed 
that they did not know anything about Cường Để; he concluded that “it is clear 
that the Japanese imperial government have no intention to help France unlike 
what France did for Japa .” Thus, he hoped that Tokyo would be more 
cooperative if reminded of “Fre ch support for the stability of Japanese rule in 
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Korea.”368 Paris asked its Ambassador in Tokyo to remind the Japanese that 
France did not refuse their request for tracking Korean revolutionaries, 
whereas French efforts to end a conspiracy involving Cường Để and other 
Vietnamese exiles in Japan were becoming a hopeless task.
369
 Several 
Japanese sources later show that Cường Để’s activities were not serious at all 
because from their point of view, he did not engage in politics in Japan, thus 
they did not feel any urgency to crack down on him.
370
  
Although France and Japan did not reach an agreement regarding these 
issues, they continued to provide cautious support to each other and tried to 
cooperate if the other provided competent help. Saito, the newly appointed 
Governor-General of Korea, told the French Ambassador to Tokyo that once 
he had collected hard information about “the Korean rebel government in 
Sha  hai”, he would order its suppression. In the discussion among the 
relevant French authorities, Foreign Minister Pichon pointed out that “it would 
be desirable to match the satisfaction, which we provide to the Japanese 
government, with the satisfaction Japan provides to us regarding Annamese 
revolutionaries in Japa .”371 However, contrary to expectations, the GGI was 
not keen to cooperate with Tokyo, as will be explained in a later section.
372
  
After receiving information about the publication of Korean 
Independence and the existence of the KPG in the FCS, Japan asked for an 
investigation. Since the French did not allow Koreans to conduct any political 
activities in the FCS, they closed both the KPG office and its printing 
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facilities. The Japanese Minister of Foreign Affairs expressed gratitude to 
France and promised “to take stringent measures against Annamese in Japan 
as it had do e.”373 Meanwhile, France was concerned that Japan could ask for 
the extradition of Korean nationalists. The acting Consul even considered 
deporting the Koreans to France to prevent unnecessary trouble. However, the 
Ministry in Paris instructed him that this was unwise since Japan had promised 
to be cooperative in conducting close surveillance of Vietnamese exiles. 
Moreover, he advised that “if Japan asks for Koreans to be turned over to 
Japan, France can attain a dominant position by asking for Cường Để and 
Vietnamese exiles in excha  e.”374  However, Japan did not suggest the 
exchange of people and there was no progress in the negotiations to create a 
system to exchange information about the two groups of exiles.  
Japan continued to request cooperation from France such as 
investigations, approval for arrest warrants, and police help. In early 1925, 
Japan acquired information that Koreans staying in the FCS were plotting to 
assassinate Yamagata Isaburo, former Resident-General in Korea, and 
informed France of the plot. When a Japanese official spoke of possible 
negotiations over Koreans in the FCS, the French Ambassador reminded him 
of the situation with Vietnamese exiles. Although the negotiation was deferred 
since 1919, the Ambassador suggested linking the two issues again.
375
  
As will be seen in Chapter 6, there was negative opinion toward 
Japanese policy in Korea and Shandong in France in the early 1920s. In 
Britain, there was also awareness of Japa ’s brutality toward Korea s’ 
demonstrations and anti-Japanese sentiments in China. The Japanese rivalry 
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with the US in the Pacific and negative American opinion toward Japan were 
also important.
376
 In a series of treaties signed at the Washington Conference 
at the end of 1921, the US, Britain, France and Japan agreed on mutual respect 
for each other’s rights in East Asia and to consult in the event of a crisis in the 
region.
377
 As France was not a major naval power in East Asia, however, the 
treaties reassured Washington and London more than Paris, and the latter was 
more worried about possible Japanese designs on Indochina.
378
 These factors 
clearly shaped the bilateral relationship.    
Cooperation regarding exiles was based on a clear quid pro quo: France 
was willing to cooperate over Koreans in the FCS according to the extent of 
Japa ’s cooperation over the Vietnamese exiles. Although Chinese and 
international public opinion counted, the French would not care as much about 
public opinion repercussions if they felt that their overall interests benefited 
from Japa ’s actions. The Japanese authorities and some Koreans believed that 
the French in Shanghai protected and assisted Korean exiles to some degree. 
However, the French handling of these Koreans reflected various 
considerations such as national interests, possibilities of exchanging 
information with Japan, and Chinese and international public opinion. The 
French were less sympathetic toward the Korean exiles than they were 
concerned about Chinese public opinion if these activists were arrested.  
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Correspondence between the French Consul of Shanghai and the 
Government-General of Indochina  
In the French decision-making process, opinions of the GGI regarding 
Vietnamese in Japan were significant, but they sometimes differed from those 
of French diplomats. Unlike the latter, the GGI did not advocate asking Tokyo 
to take any action against Vietnamese in Japan in view of the fact that 
previous French requests had achieved little.
379
 Hanoi may also have 
suspected that the information would be leaked if the Japanese government 
intervened. In addition, the GGI had its own agents to provide information on 
Cường Để and other Vietnamese. In late 1919, the Governor-General told the 
French Minister in Beijing that asking Tokyo to deport the Prince and his 
supporters would bring “ o benefit for our  over me t” and he advised not to 
link the two exile communities. He preferred to leave Cường Để in Japan.380  
However, by the 1920s the GGI began to keep an eye on the possible 
influence of Koreans on local Indochinese. In February in 1920, an acting 
Consul in Shanghai updated Hanoi regarding the Koreans in the FCS.
381
 In 
response, the Governor-General said that Korean “a itators” had not appeared 
in Indochina; there were only peddlers selling medicine (perhaps Korean 
ginseng) without any apparent political intention. Nevertheless, the colonial 
government watched the development of Korean  atio alists’ movements for 
potential threats and requested updates from Shanghai.
382
 We can assume that 
they were informed about the cooperation and interactions between Korean 
and Vietnamese activists in Paris or in other places. In fact, Korean 
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developments such as the March First movement were reported in the 
Indochinese press. 
Heightened GGI attention toward Koreans in the FCS after 1925 was 
closely related to political developments in Vietnam and China. First, Cường 
Để became more important as it was probably clear to the French that 
Emperor Khải Định was not going to live much longer, and Crown Prince 
Nguyễn Phước Vĩ h Thụy was still quite young in early 1925. In addition, 
some questioned whether Vĩnh Thụy was in fact Khải Đị h’s “biolo ical 
offspri  ”, and thus perhaps not his legitimate heir. A royal succession 
problem was potentially an opportunity for Cường Để.383 Second, from 1924-
5 onward there was more political ferment in Vietnam. Phan Bội Châu was 
arrested by the French in Shanghai in 1925, and in early 1926 came Phan Chu 
Tri h’s funeral. Both events caused many Vietnamese to participate in political 
activities and to express their feelings and voices explicitly. Moreover, in 
China, the Whampoa Military Academy had been opened in 1924, and 
Vietnamese and Korean revolutionaries were going there for training.  
In a letter to the French Consul General of Shanghai in February 1925, 
Hanoi authorities criticized Japa ’s uncooperative manner in providing 
information about Cường Để, whom they now suspected of possible 
involvement in the Canton incident. Hanoi advised the French Consul to be 
cordial but uninformative when the Japanese requested information about 
Korean nationalists in the FCS. Then, he said, “If Japan asks about the reason 
behind our uncooperative manner, you can answer that it was an intended 
attitude in response to Japa ’s way of dealing with Vietnamese staying in 
                                                          
383
 Bruce Lockhart, The End of the Vietnamese Monarchy (New Haven, CT: Council on 
Southeast Asia Studies, Yale Center for International and Area Studies, 1993), pp. 32-33. 
164 
 
Japa .” He continued that “You can intimate to Japan that the Governor-
General of Indochina has very critical information about Korea s’ activities 
and plans. And you can tell them that you cannot take any action without 
Hanoi’s opi io .”384  
This document reveals several characteristics of France-Japan relations 
at that time. First, if there was no clear reciprocity, there would be no 
cooperation. As a result, there could be always tension, anxiety, suspicion and 
dissatisfaction on both ends. Second, Hanoi had not been very interested in 
Koreans before 1925. However, because of Japa ’s uncooperative manner 
regarding providing information about Cường Để; possible connections 
between him and the Canton incident, which also revealed a close relationship 
between Korean and Vietnamese revolutionaries; and a more generally volatile 
political situation in Indochina, French authorities now tried to actively 
intervene in the Korean situation.
385
 Moreover, the comments that Hanoi had 
very serious and important information could be convincing to Japan. Japan 
had learned that Kim Won-bong, a leader of Joseon Uiyuldan, had attempted 
to assassinate a Japanese delegation to Indochina in 1925 with the assistance 
of Vietnamese revolutionary Phan Thach (?, 潘石).386  
In October 1926, the French Ambassador in Tokyo forwarded an 
official document that he had received from the French Consul in Seoul about 
Korea s’ movement to southern China.387 The Ambassador was concerned 
that the KPG’s shift from Shanghai to Guangdong and organization of Korean 
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communists in Chi a’s southern seaboard would be a threat to French 
Indochina. Thus, he suggested closely monitoring Koreans who came into 
French I dochi a’s orbit. In 1929, the French investigated letters from 
Koreans in Shanghai sent to Hanoi. On January 25 and 29, two letters arrived 
at a Korea ’s shop in Hanoi, sent by a Korean student at Whampoa. The 
letters were written in Korean, but contained expressions written in Chinese 
characters (and thus intelligible to Vietnamese censors) such as “office of 
Ge eral”, “Fre ch Consul General on his jour ey”, “fellow soldier”, 
“completely defeated army” and so on. Aware of contacts between Koreans 





3. Negotiations between France and Japan and their 
Approaches in the 1930s  
In the early 1930s, France and Japan restarted their discussion about 
Koreans and Vietnamese due to several serious incidents. Although the time 
period extends beyond the scope of this thesis, it is worth examining since 
these documents show the continued complexity of the decision-making 
process and the heightening of tension and suspicion between the two empires. 
In January 1932, a Korean, Lee Bong-chang, threw a grenade at the Japanese 
emperor on his way to the Imperial Palace.
389
 Lee had earlier gone to 
Shanghai and joined Hanin Aegukdan (Korean Patriotic Corps, 韓人愛國團) 
organized by Kim Ku, a key leader of the KPG who planned to assassinate the 
                                                          
388
 Corée, 1918~1940, From 25 January to 9 March 1929 October 1926.  
389





 Although his attempt failed, this incident created a 
sensation, forcing resignation of the Cabinet in Japan (though it was not 
realized) and causing serious international conflicts between China and Japan 
when a Guomindang-affiliated newspaper aroused Japanese anger by 
reporting “Korea  Lee Bong-chang attempted to assassinate the Japanese 
Emperor, but failed. Unfortunately it damaged only another carria e.”391 It 
provoked a riot by Japanese residents in China, who interpreted it as an 
expression of disappointment at the attack’s failure, and some Japanese even 
attacked the newspaper office.
392
   
Three months later, another Korean, Yun Bong-gil, threw a bomb at a 
Japanese army celebration for the Emperor's birthday in Hongkou Park, just 
outside of the International Settlement in Shanghai. Several Japanese officers 
were killed or wounded. Like Lee Bong-chang, Yun had joined the Korean 




These two incidents alerted the Japanese to the need for closer 
cooperation between French and Japanese authorities in Shanghai. According 
to Auguste Wilden, who was French Minister to China and had been a Consul 
General at Shanghai, the French Consulate had provided some protection to 
Koreans by not executing a warrant because Japan had tried to arrest Korean 
exiles without adequate foundation or information. The Japanese had 
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understood this situation and agreed not to officially intervene in Korea s’ 
activities in the FCS without clear evidence. When Japan asked France for the 
arrest of several anti-colonialists in order to investigate the Hongkou incident, 
the Consul could not refuse. Wilden hoped that the French Concession would 
not be involved in this affair and Japan would not use this opportunity to arrest 
innocent people.
394
 However, his fears were realized.  
The Concession’s action was criticized by overseas Korean 
communities, Chinese public opinion, and the French Human Rights League, 
which annoyed France. The arrested Koreans had not been involved in the 
incident for which they were accused, nor was An Chang-ho, a prominent 
Korean nationalist as well as a key figure of the KPG who was also arrested. 
Overseas Korean communities in China, the US and Europe submitted in a 
petition to Shanghai and Paris, which criticized French cooperation with Japan 
and demanded a reinvestigation of those arrested. A campaign criticizing 
France’s attitude, started among Chinese and pro-Chinese overseas 
newspapers. In response, French authorities published their official position on 
the arrest of Koreans in China. It claimed, “the question of extradition cannot 
arise in the case….when countries having jurisdiction over their nationals in 
China execute an arrest warrant in concessions, it only needs to request the 
assistance of the police of the co cessio .”395 Paris instructed the Ambassador 
in Tokyo to very carefully inform Japan that the French government was very 
interested in the Korea s’ situation.396 These events showed how bilateral 
issues in Shanghai could affect public opinion worldwide.  
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Meanwhile, Japanese documents show that Tokyo repeatedly requested 
the French government’s cooperation on the investigation of the incidents. As 
seen above, French police had already arrested eleven Koreans and handed 
them over to the Japanese. However, it seems that Japan wanted to expand 




A June 1932 document written by the Tokyo Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs clearly demonstrates the Japanese position and their attitudes towards 
French authorities. According to this document, there were twenty-four 
Korean organizations in Shanghai. Because these Koreans took refuge in the 
French Concession, the Japanese could not directly intervene. The writer 
complained that France took an uncooperative attitude because of “i atte tive 
Japanese surveillance of the leader of Annamese independence activists in 
Japa ”. Tokyo also suspected that Korean secret agents employed by the 
French police in the FCS had leaked its plan to crack down on the 
independence activists. Tokyo believed that the French Co sul’s cooperative 




However, Japa ’s attempt to arrest Kim Ku in the FCS in the early 
morning of May 6 without French approval became a diplomatic issue. France 
requested to stop this kind of action because it infringed on French 
administrative authority. Hence, the two governments reached an agreement 
about the process of arrest. However, Japan did not expect France to continue 
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providing active support because “Fra ce was not directly threatened by the 
Korea s”. 399  Thus, Japan planned to derive benefit from the Fre ch’s 
cooperative manner, while, at the same time, asking for negotiations to 
guarantee constant French cooperation. In doing this, Tokyo understood that 
they had to respond to French concerns about Cường Để. However, the Home 
Ministry had little to report about him because he was not linked to any 
specific political activities. In addition, it was difficult to keep him under 
surveillance because he had received protection from powerful Japanese 
nationalists. The document concluded that “We will keep our eyes on Koreans 
and seek a way to make France cooperative, perhaps by negotiating with the 
French  over me t.”400  
These documents reflect that the Japanese position was very different 
from that of France. While France paid attention to the legal status of Koreans, 
Chinese public opinion and French administrative authority in the Concession, 
Japa ’s priority was to crack down on Korea s’ independence activities. 
Despite efforts at cooperation, from the Japanese perspective the French 
attitude seemed to be too passive and even protective of Koreans.  
Although Cường Để retained a certain symbolic significance among 
Vietnamese, his actual influence was waning, in particular, among 
communists and the young generation of anti-colonialists. In particular, after 
Phan Bội Châu’s arrest, many revolutionaries joined Nguyễn Á i Quốc’s 
group. Cường Để was out of the picture when it came to new movements like 
the Việt Nam Quốc Dân Đảng inside Vietnam and the Indochinese Communist 
Party. Nevertheless, he remained a figure of concern for the French colonial 
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authorities. The Prince stayed in touch with his comrades in China and even 
helped Nguyễn Á i Quốc by supporting his legal costs when he was arrested. 
The French were worried that the Japanese were unaware of the relations 
between Cường Để and Vietnamese radicals. Governor-General Pasquier sent 
Cường Để's letters to the Minister of Colonies in February 1932 but he 
emphasized caution that Inukai, the Pri ce’s correspondent and now Prime 
Minister, should not find out that the French had intercepted his letters.
401
 
One Vietnamese source reported to the colonial authorities that, the Japanese 
viewed Cường Để as “the true king of A  am” and reportedly had plans to 
“ et their hands on Indochi a”, exactly what the French feared.402  
In September, there was a small conflict between Japan and France 
again. Japanese military police disguised as Chinese civilians entered the 
French Concession without notice and searched a Korean house. France 
emphatically protested, and the Japanese promised to punish the military 
police and to prevent this from happening again.
403
 A Japanese top-secret 
document written four days later quoted the Japanese Co sul’s view that 
“Fra ce used the Korean independence movement in Shanghai as a strategy to 
enable them to demand Japanese surveillance of Vietnamese independence 
activities in Japan as long as Japan protected prince Cường Để.” Hence, he 
concluded that “Fra ce will not crack down on Korean  atio alists’ activities, 
although France does not interrupt Japanese action regarding the Korea s.” 
However, the Consul did not suggest that Japan should modify its policy 
towards Cường Để as a result of this situation. Rather, he hoped that 
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However, it seems that the Japanese and French governments did not 
reach an agreement as they had done in 1907. Although Tokyo apologized to 
Paris over the September incident, Japanese police again entered the FCS 
without approval and arrested Koreans in December 1932. France arrested the 
police and strongly protested to the Japanese Consul General. The Minister of 
Foreign Affairs expressed a willingness to discuss with the Japanese 
government proper procedures for monitoring suspects in both countries in 
internal document. However, he asserted that France would not compromise 
with Japan on its inviolable rights in the FCS.
405
  
Subsequently, in October 1932, the French Ambassador in Tokyo 
contacted the Japanese government in order to open negotiations on 
exchanging information and received a favorable response. Thus, the 
Ambassador asked the Consul General in Shanghai for information on Korean 
and Japanese revolutionaries in the FCS, as well as questions on what they 
wanted to know about Indochinese revolutionaries in Japan.
406
 However, 
French authorities in China did not agree with this negotiation. First, the 
playing field was not level: if Japan acquired information about Koreans in the 
FCS, “they will arrest more Korea s…re ardless of whether their action is 
legal or not. However, Japan can reject Indochina Gover me t’s request for 
extradition of Viet amese.” Second, Japa ’s illegal kidnappings of Koreans 
angered not only Chinese public opinion, but also international opinion. 
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Finally, “althou h the Minister plenipotentiary is ready to support GGI as 




This never-ending negotiation over exchanging information reveals 
their different positions and the ambivalent nature of Franco-Japanese 
cooperation. To Japan, Koreans in the FCS were a constant source of concern, 
threatening stability of Japa ’s authority in Korea. To France, Cường Để was 
not an immediate threat, but the potential was still there, and so the French 
continued to monitor him closely. Nonetheless, France had to consider its 
crucial rights in the concession which could not be compromised with the 
exchange of information.  
Although there had been similar negotiations between the two countries 
since 1919, the situation in the early 1930s looked different compared to the 
previous decade. Japan acted in more aggressive way, entering French 
Concession without informing French authorities, due to their impatience 
toward the Koreans who caused serious incidents in 1932. At the same time, it 
might reflect the change of Japanese position and power in China. During 
1932, Japan was aggressively extending its influence in China, which led the 
French to more seriously analyze the situation and defend their interests in the 
Far East.
408
 In this circumstance, constant Japanese violations of French 
authority in the FCS were very upsetting.  
Relations between the two countries during the interwar period have not 
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received significant scholarly attention, probably because Fra ce’s main role 
in Asia was as a colonial power rather than as a naval power. French policy 
toward Japan during much of the period prior to 1931 was “ ot to provoke 
Japan and thus endanger French interests, but neither did there seem to be a 
compelling need to move closer to Japa .”409 Although France desired or 
sometimes pretended to maintain friendly attitudes and relations with Japan, 
Paris was not ready to accept all of Japa ’s requests and suspected its 
intentions. Likewise, Japanese documents also show their distrust toward the 
French empire, which later would contribute to Tokyo’s official adoption of 
pan-Asianism directed against Western colonial empires. During this period 
covered by this thesis, however, Franco-Japanese cooperation, however 
problematic and sporadic it may have been, did directly impact the activities 
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Mutual Images and Perceptions between Korean and Vietnamese 
Intellectuals Expressed through Press 
 
Introduction 
It is not a bad thing for Annamites to be impressed—as they already are 
to a great degree—by Japa ’s colonization [of Korea]; certain of our fellow 
citizens tend to see [Japan] as a friend on the grounds that it is an Asian 
[country belonging to] the yellow race. Korean independence advocates have 
gone overseas to establish the government of the Korean Republic in Paris, 
Vladivostok, and Shanghai, spreading far and wide Korean protests against 
Japanese domination. The Korean people can boast of a civilization which is 
older and greater than that of their conquerors; they mistakenly believed that 
gentleness alone would be enough to save them from Russian and Japanese 
ambitions; they became the stakes in the quarrel [between those two 
countries], and today 14 million Koreans are doing penance for their 
 over me t’s incompetence. 
-  a Tri une  n ig ne, April 14, 1921410 
 
What should we think about Governor-General Indochina, Mr. Merlin, 
wearing a uniform in such an imposing manner? How can we express the 
Korea s’ thoughts on Vietnam, and the relations between France and Vietnam? 
Most Koreans acquired information about Vietnam since The History of the 
Loss of Vietnam became popular several years ago. We respect the passion of 
                                                          
410
 Translated by Assoc. Prof. Bruce Lockhart.  
175 
 
the French who started the French Revolution for liberty, fraternity, and 
justice. However, we have totally different opinions on Fra ce’s cruel policy 
over Vietnam after its colonization. When we see the Governor-General 
appearing in grandly in Seoul Station, we do ’t know what we can say.  
- Donga Ilbo, May 28, 1924. 
 
The above quotations are extracted from news articles published in 
Vietnam and Korea respectively, showing Korean and Vietnamese perceptions 
of each other and their colonial master, Japan and France respectively, in the 
early 1920s. In these articles, both writers display sympathy towards one 
another and criticize the self-contradicting colonial policy of France and 
Japan. However, there were other types of views, including French or 
Japanese negative views of Vietnam and Korea, in other Korean and 
Vietnamese news articles. Such different perspectives resulted from their 
colonial status. As Korea and Vietnam directly experienced colonization, 
writers from both countries expressed mutual sympathy, but also criticism.  
As Korean and Vietnamese worldviews changed, their perceptions or 
images of each other were also affected by the tide of change. This chapter 
focuses on the ways in which the Koreans and the Vietnamese perceived each 
other in the first quarter of the twentieth century. Features of the political 
environment such as colonial policy and censorship played a crucial role in the 
expression of ideas, production of knowledge and identifying themselves and 
others among Korean and Vietnamese intellectuals. Incorporation into a 
colonial empire also meant the rapid circulation of knowledge about the 
colonizing country and the world at large, the expansion of experiences 
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through the development of transportation and telegrams, and increasing 
contacts with outside world. Although the circulation of knowledge was 
limited because of several restrictions such as censorship, the Koreans and the 
Vietnamese could nevertheless access a considerable quantity of information, 
which was reflected in contemporary writings including newspapers.  
The news articles of contemporary newspapers are the main materials in 
the analysis. This chapter mainly analyzes two periods: (i) from the late 1800s 
to 1900s, and (ii) from the late 1910s to the early 1920s. Several scholars who 
study early twentieth-century Korean and Vietnamese print culture have 
applied the concept of “public sphere” coined by Habermas to Korea and 
Vietnam.
411
 According to Habermas, the early public sphere comprises the 
bourgeoisie, mainly educated elites, but it was transformed by continual 
expansion to include more and more participants, becoming a force to 
challenge the ruling power through its use of the press and also public 
activities such as assemblies and communication in the public media in the 
seventeenth and eighteenth-centuries Europe.
412
 Civil society, market 
capitalism and the intimate involvement of print media were important 
contributors to the transformation of the public sphere.
413
 Among several 
aspects of the public sphere, this chapter focuses on the press in the colonial 
context. “Public sphere” in this chapter refers to the space which enabled 
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people to express their opinions explicitly, or challenge the existing system as 
well as the colonial authorities through the press in early twentieth-century 
Korea and Vietnam in accordance with the development of journalism and 
printing books.  
In both Korea and Vietnam, the press generally began to appear in the 
late nineteenth century, but the development of a public sphere was different 
and varied depending on the political situation. In Korea, the public sphere 
flourished in the early 1900s, just before colonization, and in the 1920s again 
according to Japanese colonial policy. As Vietnam became a colony relatively 
earlier than Korea, it did not have a chance to develop journalism on its own 
before colonization. However, the Vietnamese experienced the rapid 
development of its public sphere through journalism from the late 1910s. In 
the 1920s, a large number of periodicals were published in Vietnam in both 
Vietnamese and French, and they showed a spectrum of ideas and approaches 
toward the country and the outside world. Roughly speaking, while the public 
sphere was active in Korea in the 1900s, the Vietnamese experienced much 
more development only in the 1920s. Therefore, this chapter focuses on Korea 
for the earlier period, between the late 1890s and 1900s, and Vietnam for the 
later period, between the late 1910s and early 1920s. Since the main period 
researched in this study ends in 1925, the chapter also analyzes news articles 
published by 1925. 
Although news articles were mostly written by intellectuals, their ideas 
and writing reached the public through the circulation of periodicals and 
verbal communication, and affected public opinion. In addition, public interest 
and requests influenced the tone and contents of news articles to some extent. 
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For instance, most Korean and Vietnamese newspapers had a reader’s column, 
which enabled readers to give feedback on news articles. Therefore, we can 
assume that the ideas and perspectives presented in the press reflected not only 
i tellectuals’ thoughts but also public opinion to some extent. 
This chapter first briefly looks at the press and the public sphere from 
the late nineteenth century to the 1920s in Korea and Vietnam from a 
comparative perspective. This can provide a background to understand of 
circumstances the Koreans and Vietnamese faced when they developed 
journalism and their public sphere, and the characteristics of journalism in 
both societies. Then, it examines the earlier period, focusing on the Koreans. 
During this period, Korean interest in Vietnam dramatically increased. I will 
analyze news articles mentioning Vietnam or discussing the situation in 
Vietnam, and try to find the reasons behind such a great interest. Since the 
publication of a book, The History of the Loss of Vietnam, played a significant 
role in the discourse on Vietnam in Korea, the book will be separately 
examined in another section. The last section talks about the later period, 
focusing on the Vietnamese. Although the Korean public sphere reappeared 
during this period, it cannot be compared to the development of Vietnamese 
journalism in terms of size and spectrum of views. This section will briefly 
discuss events that the Vietnamese and Koreans were interested in, the extent 
to which they were interested in these events, how they reported on and 
analyzed each other and the factors that influenced their way of reporting. The 
analysis sheds light on the image Koreans and Vietnamese had of each other 
during the period, and factors that contributed to the making of such 
perceptions. The study of Korean and Vietnamese perceptions of each other 
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during this turbulent period can serve as a case study, revealing how Koreans 
and Vietnamese thought about themselves and other East Asians, formerly 
members of the Sino-centric world, and how these perceptions were affected 
by colonization as well as changes in their worldview. 
 
1. The Press and the Public Sphere in Korea and Vietnam  
Although print and the comparison of print culture is not the main topic 
in this thesis, it is important to understand the circumstances underlying the 
rise of the print culture, which set the stage for intellectuals to present their 
ideas and images of themselves and other countries. Specifically, it is 
necessary to understand general conditions such as the laws of publication and 
censorship which enabled or restricted the publication of books and 
periodicals. It is also important to note who had agency to express their ideas, 
in other words, who became editors and journalists, and what kinds of political 
orientation they had.  
From the late nineteenth century onwards, a new channel appeared for 
people who wanted to state their views about politics, international relations 
and the future of the country in Korea and Vietnam. Some intellectuals or 
government officials founded newspapers, while more and more people 
became enthusiastic to spread their ideas and enlighten people through this 
medium. Although the beginning point and degree of development of the 
public sphere were not identical between Vietnam and Korea, educated elites 
expressed their views and some of them attempted to challenge the court and 
later the colonial authorities by arousing public opinion through journalism 
and other printed form. The printed works and press contributed not only to 
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the making of “ima i ed commu ities” within the boundaries of the colonial 
state, but also to the creation of certain images for the outside world.  
 
The Development of Vietnamese Journalism  
In Vietnam, the development of journalism and the choice of writing 
system were closely linked with French colonization. After the French began 
to rule, the main writing system was shifted from Chinese characters and nôm 
(demotic characters) to quốc ngữ, the Romanized version of Vietnamese, and 
French.
414
 The development of the Vietnamese public sphere also depended 
on colonial policy. In addition, colonialism created one of the most important 
special characteristics of Vietnamese journalism–variations across regions. 
The different political status of Annam, Tonkin and Cochinchina brought 
about distinct legal conditions, which resulted in three unique print cultures. 
While Annam and Tonkin were nominally under the Vietnamese monarchy 
through the protectorate regime, Cochinchina was directly ruled as a colony 
under full French metropolitan political and administrative sovereignty, 
enjoying much more freedom in the operation of its press subject to the law 
enacted in 1881 in France which radically eased up press regulation. 
Generally, the Cochinchinese press had greater latitude in terms of the subjects 
it could raise and the views it could express. On the contrary, in Annam and 
Tonkin, the application of the law was subject to the discretion of local 
authorities, and publishing laws and legal practices were generally more 
rigorous in these two protectorates.
415
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However, the colonial authorities soon introduced a decree to restrict the 
freedom of press in Cochinchina in 1898, which required prior authorization 
for newspapers published in foreign languages other than French. In addition, 
the decree allowed only French citizens to run newspapers. Ironically, 
Vietnamese was considered a foreign language and quốc ngữ printed materials 
were under close scrutiny together with the Chinese press. Editors had to 
submit editorial content to the censorship board one day before printing.
416
 
Since quốc ngữ publications were considered potentially more subversive than 
French-language publications (partially because Vietnamese who were 
educated enough to read French were seen as more likely to be loyal to the 
colonial regime, at least during the latter’s early decades), the French 
authorities tended to censor them more strictly.
417
  
Vietnamese journalism had moderately developed after the first quốc 
ngữ monthly bulletin, Gia Định Báo (Gia Định News) was published from 
1865, which notably contributed to the development of quốc ngữ.418 Most 
news articles were official announcements and decrees, and news items related 
to south. In the 1900s, several newspapers such as Đai Việt Tân Báo (Great 
Viet am Bulleti ) edited by Đào N uy   Ph  appeared in the north, while Lục 
Tỉnh Tân Văn (Six Provinces Gazette) and Nông Cổ Mín Đàm (Agricultural 
and Commercial Forum), both edited by Gilbert Chánh Chiếu, appeared in the 
south. In general, these newspapers focused on reporting colonial policy 
announcements and general information, without political commentary.
419
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Nevertheless, articles of a more political nature appeared in newspapers 
such as Nông Cổ Mín Đàm, compared to Gia Định Báo.420 Gilbert Chiếu 
published articles about the loss of one’s country, with an anti-colonial voice. 
Although these articles discreetly spread reformist ideas, the contents focused 
on what interested southern landlords and officials, such as rural economy and 
entrepreneurship.
421
 As Đăng Cổ Tùng Báo (Old Lantern Miscellany) in 
Hanoi in 1907, Đông Dương Tạp Chí (Indochina Journal) in 1913 and Trung 
Bắc Tân Văn (Central and Northern News) in 1915 appeared, Vietnamese 




From the mid-1910s, the colonial authorities’ interest in the potential of 
the press for propaganda in Vietnam became a turning point in Vietnamese 
journalism. It was closely linked to Governor-General Sarraut’s French-
Vietnamese collaboration policy in the aftermath of the World War I. 
Newspapers appeared as important means for this purpose.
423
 In doing this, 
Sarraut chose two men and supported them to launch newspapers. Phạm 
Quỳnh run Nam Phong Tạp Chí (Southern Wind) in the north and Bùi Quang 
Chiêu published  a Tri une  n ig ne (Indigenous Forum) in the south.424  
Vietnamese use of the press, however, went beyond the colonial 
authorities’ expectation. Vietnamese journalism went through dramatic 
changes as it began to emerge as a political force from the 1920s onwards.
425
 
Firstly, although the press was used as a tool of the colonial regime, the 
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Vietnamese began to use it for their own purposes as well. For example,  a 
Tri une  n ig ne was supported by the colonial authorities as the only legal 
Vietnamese-run political newspaper in Cochinchina until 1920. However, in 
response to French colons’ use of the press to promote their own political and 
financial agenda, Bùi Quang Chiêu utilized the newspaper to protect the 
indigenous bour eoisie’s interests and led campaigns against some colonial 
policies during the electoral campaign in 1919 and the Saigon port monopoly 
affair in 1923. The public and other newspapers responded to his campaigns 
under the name of protecting Vietnamese interests.
426
  
Secondly, the number of periodicals and the circulations increased 
radically. According to McHale, there were 163 Vietnamese-language 
periodicals established in Saigon between 1918 and 1939 and 63 periodicals in 
the north by 1937.
427
 The circulation of popular quốc ngữ newspapers 
increased, reaching more than 10,000 copies each per issue. For example, 
Đông Pháp Th i Báo (French Indochinese Times, 1923-1927) and Thực 
Nghiệp Dân Báo (Journal of Practical Industry, 1920-1933) printed around 
10,000 copies each and the circulation of Trung Lập Báo (Neutral News, mid-
1920s) reached 15,000 copies per day. Đông Dương Tạp Chí and Nam Phong 
Tạp Chí were also influential magazines, especially among scholars in Hanoi. 
Although the circulation of French newspapers was much lower than quốc ngữ 
newspapers (among French newspapers no more than 3,500 copies and 1,200 
copies on average were printed), a few periodicals were influential among 
intellectuals and the bourgeoisie. As mentioned above,  a Tri une  n ig ne 
(1917-1925) and La Cloche Fêlée (The Broken Bell, 1923-1926) attracted 
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intellectual Vietnamese readership in the mid-1920s.
428
  
In particular, the publication of La Cloche Fêlée is important in 
Vietnamese journalism. While most contemporary newspapers voiced the 
bour eoisie’s interests based on the principle of collaboration with France, 
editor Nguyễn An Ninh represented a more radical voice. This can be the third 
characteristics of the change of Vietnamese journalism in the 1920s. The 
newspaper used a “bold style and its pamphleteering spirit” and “iro y and 
apocalyptic la  ua e” to reject the colonial regime. As it gained popularity, it 
became a weekly and the circulation reached 2,000.
429
 Likewise, Đông Pháp 
Th i Báo under Trần Huy Liệu’s editorship since 1925 made full use of the 
 ewspaper’s political potential. While other quốc ngữ newspapers used a 
moralizing tone, Liệu used a straightforward political style, following Ninh, 
and opposed the colonial government. Public participation in politics through 
journalism reached a height in 1925-6 with the sentence of Phan Bội Châu to 
life imprisonment and Phan Chu Tri h’s funeral.430  
 
The Development of Korean Journalism 
Unlike Vietnam, in Korea journalism was started not by the colonial 
authorities but by Korean efforts. There were two periods when Korean 
journalism became active, just before colonization and in the 1920s. The first 
newspaper, Hansung Sunbo (漢城旬報, The Capital News) was published in 
1883 in literary Chinese thrice a month for a year; and Hansung Jubo (漢城週
報, The Capital Weekly News, 1886-1888), which used a mixture of Chinese 
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characters (hanja) and hangul was published by the government. Although 
they soon closed due to financial difficulties, both newspapers paid great 
attention to imperialist exploitation in other countries and emphasized the 




After the discontinuance of the early newspapers, Tongnip Sinmun 
(1896-1899) led public opinion among both high-ranking government officials 
and the reading public. Tongnip Sinmun was the first privately-managed daily 
newspaper in Korea. It was published both in hangul, which contributed to 
making the newspaper more accessible, and in English. Tongnip Sinmun 
emphasized independence, aiming at inspiring patriotism. The circulation 




Growing consciousness of the threat of Japanese colonization from the 
late 1890s contributed to the development of journalism and opening public 
sphere in Korea. Among several newspapers and periodicals, Hwangsung 
Sinmun (Capital Gazette, 1898-1910) and Daehan Maeil Sinbo (The Korean 
Daily News, 1905-1910) were most popular and had a large circulation. 
Hwangsung Sinmun was started by famous Confucian scholars such as Jang 
Ji-yeon and Namgoong Uk and was well-known for its editorials. The 
newspaper used a mixture of hanja and hangul to appeal to middle class 
intellectuals. The circulation was 3,300 copies in 1908 and the readers were 
mostly middleclass men. Daehan Maeil Sinbo was founded by a British 
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subject, Earnest Thomas Bethell, and the editorial board comprised prominent 
nationalists such as Pak Eun-sik and Shin Chae-ho. It became a top-rated 
newspaper, openly criticizing Japan since its British owner enjoyed protection 
from the Anglo-Japanese alliance. The size of circulation was about 8,143 
copies for the combined hanja and hangul version, 4,650 copies for the 




The Korean public sphere was severely hampered by the promulgation 
of the Newspaper Law in 1907 and the Publication Law in 1909, which 
required prior permission and deposit for the publication of newspapers, and 
pre-publication vetting. These laws represented the first stage of Japanese 
control over the Korean press. Japanese controls over publication in both 
Korea and Taiwan were based on laws and administrative procedures in Japan 
which had been developed since the early Meiji period.
434
 In Korea, two 
different regulations were applied as Japanese-language publications were 
subjected to post-publication censorship while Korean-language publications 
were under pre-publication censorship.
435
 Japa ’s final annexation of Korea 
in 1910 shut down the public sphere. The Japanese authority imposed a ban on 
all Korean newspapers except the Governor-Ge eral’s official gazette and 
several youth and religious magazines until 1920, giving rise to the so-called 
“dark period of publicatio ” in Korea.436  
However, after a decade, Japan was forced to allow Korean newspapers 
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because of Korea s’ widespread discontent with colonial rule. Inspired by 
Wilso ’s fourteen points which included self-determination, Korean students, 
religious leaders and prominent nationalists declared independence and a 
million people participated in the movement from March to May in 1919. 
After a crackdown on the March First Movement, Japanese switched their 
colonial policy from “military rule (budan seiji)” to “cultural rule (bunka 
seiji)”. Cultural rule was designed “to soften the appearance of repression 
while strengthening Japanese co trol”, and was carried out by a new 
Governor-General, Saito Makoto. In practice, it aimed at manipulation and co-
optation by creating collaborators more broadly among a wide range of 
intellectuals and nationalists, and influencing public opinion.
437
 This political 
and international context brought changes in Korean press culture during the 
1920s, which was also a time of rapid changes in the Vietnamese press 
culture.  
Firstly, since 1910, there had been only government organs, including 
Maeil Sinbo (Daily News, 1910-1945) in Korea. As colonial authorities 
granted permission for three newspapers–Donga Ilbo (East Asia Daily, 1920- 
present), Josun Ilbo (Korea Daily, 1920-present), and Sisa Sinmun (Current 
Affairs, 1920-1921)–and several magazines to operate, the Korean public 
sphere was reopened in a very limited scale.
438
 Among the newspapers, 
Donga Ilbo was the most popular, having the biggest circulation. According to 
a document from the Government-General of Korea, the circulation of Donga 
Ilbo was 40,968, Maeil Sinbo 23,946, Josun Ilbo 18,320 and Jungoi Ilbo 
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(Inside and Outside Daily, 1926-1931) 15,460 in 1928.
439
 The total 
circulation of the four daily papers reached 103,027 in 1929.
440
 Despite the 
appearance of several periodicals and increase in readership, however, there 
was little room for Korean journalism to maneuver. As the French did in 
Vietnam, Japanese authorities controlled the Korean press through a pre-
publication warning system.
441
 However, unlike Vietnam, although Japanese 
publications were subject to post-publication censorship (meaning 
confiscation and suspension of publication) and there was a distinction 
between Japanese and Korean materials in the publication control laws, there 
was no equivalent of  a Tri une  n ig ne in Korea. It was because almost all 
Japanese newspapers were published by Japanese residents and there was 
hardly any criticism against the  over me t’s policies. In addition, the 
Newspaper Law restricted periodicals published by Koreans as well as 




Secondly, similar to Vietnam, newly published newspapers and 
magazines were owned and directed by the moderate or pro-Japanese 
bourgeoisie in general. From 1921 onwards, cultural and self-strengthening 
movements were widely advocated among the urban bourgeoisie in Korea. In 
the process, “the renovation of spirit and eth icity” was emphasized as a way 
of cultural reform. As a compromise with the colonial regime, the movements 
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aimed to achieve some degree of greater political autonomy rather than 
independence within the foreseeable future. Scholars name this thought and 
trend “cultural  atio alism” and call the advocates “cultural  atio alists”.443 
These groups became editors or owners of newspapers or magazines, and 
many of their activities were done through Donga Ilbo and a magazine entitled 
Kaebyok.
444
 In fact, this kind of opinion is very similar to the arguments of 
the Vietnamese moderate nationalists who were involved in journalism.  
Third, despite the Japanese authorities’ efforts, Korean nationalists tried 
to take the chance to make full use of the press like their counterparts in 
Vietnam. Some bourgeois and moderate nationalists tried not only to generate 
profit through the publication business but also to gain public support for their 
activities. For example, moderate nationalists launched two major campaigns, 
the Promote Korean Products Movement and the Movement to Establish a 
Private University in the 1920s through newspapers, which were 
enthusiastically supported by the public. On the other hand, others attempted 
to arouse national consciousness and anti-Japanese activities through the press 
and socialist journalism appeared. Korean radicals criticized the movements 
led by moderate nationalists as “a  egoistic exploitative movement of the 
middle class”. Socialists joined editorial boards of exiting newspapers or 
founded radical magazines such as Shin Sanehwal (New Life) and Shin Chunji 
(New heaven and earth) between 1921 and 1923 while the Government-
General of Korea was allowing greater freedom of the press.
445
 However, 
Japan soon took repressive measures toward propagators of these socialist 
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ideas by imprisoning writers and closing newspapers.
446
  
In both Korea and Vietnam, it is clear that the increase in the publication 
and the circulation of newspapers made it possible for more people to receive 
news and become involved in the public sphere. In addition, newspapers 
probably had wider influence than that suggested by the number of copies 
printed because it was common to pass a newspaper to others or to read it 
aloud in front of many people at once. In case of southern Vietnam, the readers 
were school teachers, middle-ranking civil servants, graduates of French 
Vietnamese schools and educated women, which might be similar in the center 
and north as well as in Korea.
447
  
In both countries, journalism was closely associated with the colonial 
regimes which sometimes worked to enlarge the public sphere and other times 
restricted it. The Koreans and the Vietnamese tried to make full use of 
journalism for their own purposes, whether it was collaboration, resistance, or 
anything in between. In any case, they acted within boundaries set by the 
colonial authorities. The colonial regime not only set censorship and 
publication laws but also provided a cultural and ideological framework for 
colonial subjects to view themselves and the outside world. A growing number 
of Vietnamese became familiar with French culture and saw their conditions in 
French terms through the learning of French language and education, exposure 
to Western ideas, and contacts with French political practices and social 
behaviors.
448
 Thus, the way in which the Vietnamese viewed the world was 
affected by the French perspectives. For instance, affairs in Europe and events 
in European colonies received great attention in many Vietnamese 
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newspapers.   
Likewise, many Koreans began to view themselves and others from the 
Japanese colonial perspective. From 1921 onwards, cultural movements and 
self-strengthening movements were widely advocated among the urban 
bourgeoisie in Korea. Not only had they absorbed the Japanese view of 
Korea’s problems, but they had also focused on non-political issues within 
approved boundaries in colonial Korea. The editors of periodicals in Korea 
and Vietnam could not escape from the cultural influence of colonial rule, 
whether or not they supported the colonial regime. One notable difference 
from Vietnam is that Korea had a mixture of Japanese and Western influence 
because it was under the rule of a partially Westernized Asian empire. 
However, although Western influence was strong in Vietnam, traditional 
cultural factors, including Buddhism, still had powerful influence on the 





2. The Birth of the Image of Each Other (Late 1800s to 
1900s)  
From the late nineteenth century to the first decade of the twentieth 
century, before the completion of Japanese colonization of Korea, several 
Korean newspapers not only provided information on both domestic and 
international affairs, but also aimed at enlightening people and forming public 
opinion. The Koreans paid considerable attention to current affairs in foreign 
countries, in particular, to the colonization of other countries such as Egypt, 
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Burma and Vietnam. They wanted to learn from these case studies, as they 
confronted similar dangers from Japa ’s encroachment. Vietnam was known 
as one such case study in Korea. As The History of the Loss of Vietnam was 
published in Korea, Viet am’s situation attracted more attention among the 
public. As the press and people’s writings at that time and later on reveal, the 
book was important in forming the Korea s’ image of Vietnam. 
The image of Vietnam that was developed among the Koreans until 1910 
is discussed here by dividing the period of time into two, i.e., before and after 
the introduction of the book in August 1906. Since the writing and publication 
of the book are important not only in Korea but also in East Asia, it will be 
separately examined in the following section. This section focuses on 
Korea s’ perceptions of Vietnam from the late nineteenth century and 
Vietnamese perceptions of Korea. In particular, this section discusses the ways 
and extent to which The History of the Loss of Vietnam influenced Korean 
perceptions of Vietnam after its debut in Korea, through several popular 
newspapers at that time.  
This section analyzes news articles mentioning or discussing Vietnam in 
Hansung Sunbo, Hansung Jubo, and Tongnip Sinmun in the 1880s and 1890s, 
and Hwangsung Sinmun and Daehan Maeil Sinbo for the early 1900s. During 
this period, Korean newspapers were generally able to present their ideas 
without serious restrictions from Japanese authorities. Thus, we can see how 
the Koreans perceived a colonized Vietnam before they experienced 
colonization and before their freedom of speech was seriously limited. On the 
other hand, although several newspapers such as Gia Định Báo, Lục Tỉnh Tân 
Văn and Nông Cổ Mín Đàm were published in Vietnam, they were run or co-
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operated by colonial authorities. Among the newspapers, Đăng Cổ Tùng Báo 
was published by Vietnamese nationalists affiliated with Đông Kinh Nghĩa 
Thục, although it was also supported by the French. Therefore, news articles in 
the newspaper are analyzed to discern Vietnamese perceptions of Korea.  
 
Korean Image of Vietnam from the Late 1800s to 1906  
From the late nineteenth century onwards, Koreans began to learn about 
other countries through newspapers from China and Japan. Hansung Sunbo 
and Hansung Jubo paid great attention to Western imperial exploitation in 
other Asian countries. For instance, 63.7 percent of news articles in Hansung 
Sunbo were on international news while 21.3 percent were on domestic news, 
which reflects that the Korean government had great interest in foreign affairs. 
The sources of foreign news in both newspapers were mainly Chinese 
newspapers such as Shen Bao (申報) and Hu Bao (滬報) and Japanese such as 
Zizishinpou (時事新報) and Tokyo Nichinichi Shin Pou (東京日日新報).450  
There are quite a number of news articles mentioning Vietnam in the 
title, about fifty between 1883 and 1885 in Hansung Sunbo and seven between 
1886 and 1888 in Hansung Jubo, in addition to the many more news articles 
which refer to Vietnam in the contents. At that time, generally the newspapers 
termed Vietnam as “A  am” (安南). Besides Annam, Vietnam was referred to 
as “I dochi a” (印度支那 ), which included Laos and Cambodia, or 
“Vietnam” (越南, Wolnam). In particular, Hansung Sunbo actively reported 
the news about Vietnam. Vietnam and France were two of the countries 
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referred to most, following China.
451
 This may be because it was published 
during the course of French colonization of Vietnam and the Sino-French War, 
which definitely attracted great attention among Koreans. The articles focused 
on French advances in Vietnam, negotiations between the Vietnamese court 
and France, Vietnamese resistance and Liu Yo  fu’s Black Flag Army, and 
subsequently the Sino-French War. The articles provided fairly accurate and 
detailed information on contemporary Viet am’s situation. The newspaper 
paid attention not only to Asian affairs but also to Europe, such as the rivalry 
between Britain and France.  
The articles were generally copied from mostly Chinese or sometimes 
Japanese newspapers without editorial comment. The Chinese articles showed 
the Chinese perspective on Vietnam, emphasizing Vietnam as its vassal state 
and criticizing French aggression. For instance, an article published in 
Hansung Sunbo in November 1883 said that “Viet am is Chi a’s vassal 
state…. Although the [Chinese] court did not dispatch troops to fight with 
France, all Asian people are frustrated by Fra ce.”452 Although this article 
was originally published in Chinese newspaper Hu Bao, we can assume that 
the Korean editors chose the article because they agreed with the thrust of the 
quoted article to some extent. Thus, it can be said that although the Korean 
view toward Vietnam was not directly expressed through writing of articles 
during this period, their choice of articles still reflected editorial opinion about 
events related to Vietnam.  
Although most articles were copied from Chinese newspapers, there is 
an article in Hansung Jubo which might have been written by a Korean since 
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the article was published as an editorial. The article, entitled “Discussio  of 
Diplomacy” (論外交), emphasized the importance of domestic affairs which 
influenced diplomacy. The author brought up Vietnam as an example, saying,  
 
There is a proper way to set diplomatic relations with foreign 
countries. If domestic affairs are stable, diplomacy is 
smooth….France set the diplomatic relations with Vietnam and 
interacted for several decades. When they came to conflict only once, 
France suddenly raised armies and colonized Vietnam.
453
 People 
blamed France and Britain for their injustice and distrust, but I will 
say that Vietnam and Burma caused the colonization. If politics and 
education in Vietnam and Burma were stable, and the court opened 
the offices to talented people and strengthened finance and army, how 




The author pointed out that Western powers took advantage of internal 
weaknesses to invade and colonize other countries. However, at the same time 
he argued that the colonization was the result not only of invasions by Western 
countries but also internal crises and domestic problems. Thus, he highlighted 
the importance of proper administration of domestic affairs, using French 
aggression in Vietnam as a case in point. Since at this point Korea was not yet 
directly threatened by imperialism but witnessed imperialist aggression 
against other countries, his argument would make sense to other scholars and 
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serve as a guide as to what Korea should do to prevent Western invasion. The 
author’s view reflected the traditional Confucian view, which emphasized 
domestic affairs over international affairs, and the influence of Social 
Darwinism had not yet reached Korea. Since the newspaper was sent not to 
individuals but to government offices, officials and intellectuals nationwide 
could read the newspapers, and they might have been aware of domestic and 
international affairs surrounding Vietnam.
455
  
In Tongnip Sinmun, there are about ten news items mentioning Vietnam 
in the foreign news section found in my research. These news articles seem to 
be written by the editors but are very brief. Generally, they referred to 
Vietnam as a subject state of Qing China and mentioned Vietnam in news 
about international affairs. A news article dated 20 October 1899 discussing 
the colonization of Vietnam and Burma shows the extent to which Koreans 
understood Viet am’s history and the relations between Vietnam and 
France.
456
 The article described a civil war in Vietnam, a Vietnamese pri ce’s 
visit to France with a French bishop, persecution of Catholics, and the reason 
for French intervention in Vietnam. It seems that the editor understood French 
colonization of Vietnam as a result of Viet am’s persecution of Catholics and 
the rivalry between France and Britain. This article shows that the Koreans 
had quite detailed information about the recent history of Vietnam and the 




As for the 1900s, Hwangsung Sinmun (HS) and Daehan Maeil Sinbo 
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(DMS) are analyzed here because these were most popular and had a large 
circulation. In addition, the two newspapers catered to both intellectuals and 
the general reading public. In this chapter, the Korean version of DMS, rather 
than the Chinese version, will be examined since it is more accessible to the 
public and its Chinese version may overlap with HS in terms of readers who 
were Korean male intellectuals using the Chinese characters. 
In DMS, there are three news articles referring to Vietnam before August 
1906.
458
 These are news items reporting on the Russian fleet docking in 
Vietnam (the Russian Baltic Fleet stopped in Vietnam before the major 
confrontation with Japan in 1905), France’s naval expansion, and its 
colonization of Vietnam. HS published about a hundred news articles 
mentioning Vietnam. Most of them reported on imports of Vietnamese rice 
between 1901 and 1903, the Russian fleet in Vietnam and international 
relations between Russia and France in 1905. As Vietnamese rice was 
imported due to the bad harvest in Korea from 1901, the news mostly reported 
how many tons of rice arrived, and where the rice was sent. Although 
Vietnamese rice was not popular because it was an unfamiliar kind of grain, it 
helped to prevent famine in Korea. Quite a number of news items are about 
the arrival of the Russian fleet in Vietnam, which reflects the high profile of 
the Russo-Japanese War in Korea. In the news articles, Vietnam was often 
referred to as an example of a colonized country, together with India and 
Ryukyu. Vietnam was also mentioned as a French colony in articles on the 
international relations between France and Britain, or issues related to French 
international policy such as naval expansion. Due to its proximity to China, 
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Vietnam appeared in the issues related to Yunnan and Guangxi, such as the 
construction of a railway between the regions and Vietnam and Chinese 
movements into Vietnam.  
These news articles of both DMS and HS mentioned Vietnam, mainly in 
the context of French domestic and international affairs. In the articles, 
Vietnam was referred to as one part of the overall French colonial enterprise. 
Thus, although Vietnam appeared in many news articles, in fact, the news was 
not about Vietnam per se but about France in many cases. Some news articles 
in HS mentioned Vietnam as a case study in colonization, but they are not in-
depth articles: to the Koreans Vietnam was just one of many colonized 
countries along with India, Egypt, Ryukyu and Poland. The  ewspapers’ 
approach to Vietnam by 1905 reflected that the Koreans’ attention was mainly 
on France and its colonial policies, and they viewed Vietnam through a French 
lens rather than giving agency to the Vietnamese. In addition, when they 
described the colonization of Vietnam, it seems that they were not especially 
sympathetic to the Vietnamese. In news about French colonial policy, the tone 
sounds quite neutral. First, it might be because most news articles are quite 
brief so they only provide information without commentary. Second, the 
Koreans were not active in criticizing Western imperialism at that time and 
did not yet see themselves as being in similar circumstances to Vietnam. This 
might be attributed to the influence of Social Darwinism on the Korean 
i tellectuals’ worldview–they understood the colonization of weak countries 
by strong countries to be inevitable. Moreover, although the Koreans 
confronted Japanese and Russian imperial designs, Korea was able to maintain 
its suzerainty at least till 1905. Thus, the Koreans did not yet identify 
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themselves with the Vietnamese. 
Besides those news items, there are several articles in HS showing the 
growing Korean interest in Vietnam. These articles show some change in the 
Korea s’ discussion of Vietnam compared to other news items. After the 
Japan-Korea protectorate Treaty in 1905, Koreans paid more attention to the 
French protectorate in Vietnam. Some articles compared the 1905 Treaty to 
the Protectorate Treaty (Treaty of Huế) between France and Vietnam in 1884. 
For example, an article in July 1905 wrote that “Korea-Japan relations were 
presented to the world, which was similar to what France did in Vietnam, 
administering domestic and international affairs of the cou try.”459 Then, 
three news articles, “Telling a brief recent history of Vietnam 1, 2” and 
“Mour i   Viet am” appeared in series in May 1906.460 The first two articles 
presented general information on Vietnam such as its location and population, 
and relations with China as a vassal state. Then they described the cause and 
course of French colonization, the Black Flag Army’s activities, the Sino-
French War, and introduced the thirteen articles of the Treaty of Huế.  
Then, “Mour i   Viet am” pointed out similarities between the two 
countries such as the size of territory and population. The author argued that 
Viet am’s domestic situation caused colonization, stating that “If Vietnam had 
been able to practice self-rule and self-strengthening, thus administering 
domestic and international affairs well, how could Vietnam not be a great 
independent country like the West?” He expressed sympathy for the loss of 
Vietnam and tried to warn Koreans of the possible danger by referring to 
Viet am’s case. He identified Korea with Vietnam and urged people to learn 
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from Vietnam, stating that  
 
We might walk on the tracks of the overturned chariot of A  am….We 





“Overtur ed Chariot” (覆轍 ) is a Chinese idiom, which refers to 
mistakes of others or oneself, and is used to emphasize that people have to 
learn from other’s or their own mistakes to avoid repeating the errors. Phan 
Bội Châu also used the idiom in his autobiography.462 The author’s use of the 
idiom indicated that Koreans had to learn from Viet am’s case and pursued 
self-strengthening to prevent colonization of their country.  
The article also described the Black Flag Army’s resistance and the 
Treaty of Huế in more detail than previously, which suggested that Koreans 
were more deeply concerned about the possible implications of such a treaty. 
Such changes and the Korea s’ sympathy with the fall of Vietnam can be 
understood in the context of their growing concern with colonization, in 
particular after the Russo-Japanese War. Now, they thought that Korea’s 
situation was not very different from Vietnam, in terms of its imperial grasp 




                                                          
461
 Hwangsung Sinmun 5 May 1906. 
462
 Phan Bội Châu, Overturned Chariot: the Auto iography o   han- ội-Châu, trans. Vinh 
Sinh and Nicholas Wickenden (Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press, 1999). 
201 
 
Korean Image of Vietnam after the Publication of The History of the Loss 
of Vietnam  
Two months after publishing the articles, HS published part of The 
History of the Loss of Vietnam. After the publication of the book, news articles 
referring to Vietnam in titles were generally related to the book. These articles 
show Viet am’s case functioned in various ways in Korean society. There are 
three news articles referring to Vietnam in HS and five in DMS besides 
continuous advertisements for the book. Four news items in both newspapers 
were related to the confiscation of the book in 1908 and 1909. One news item 
in the HS in 1908 was about the donation of the book to a school, which 
implies that the reading of the book might have been encouraged.
463
 
Two articles entitled, “To read the history of Vietnam” were published in 
DMS right after the introduction of the book in HS.
464
 These articles talked 
about the reasons for colonization of Vietnam and the cruel French colonial 
policy. The editor pointed out that Vietnam became a colony because of the 
corruption and decadence of the Nguyễn court, which can be seen as an 
indirect criticism of the Korean court. He emphasized the similarities of 
culture and race between Korea and Vietnam, and called for East Asian 
cooperation against Western imperialism. On June 9, 1908, there was another 
article in DMS. According to the article, a conservative Confucian scholar 
from southern Korea felt great sadness for Vietnam after reading the book and 
realized that the current period was subject to the principle of the survival of 
the fittest and the law of the jungle. Then, he regretted spending his time on 
old learning, so he bought newspapers and embarked on new learning. 
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Viet am’s case was used to advise traditional scholars to be aware of the 
current situation and motivated to learn new ideas from the West.  
In addition to these newspapers, there are interesting articles from other 
periodicals. For instance, Taehan Chaganghoi Wolbo (A Monthly Bulletin of 
Korean Self-Strengthening Society) published an article entitled “Pity upon 
Reading The History of the Loss of Vietnam” in 1907.465 The editor said that 
after reading the book, he cried and felt sorry for Viet am’s sickness. He had 
not known much about Vietnam previously, but now he sympathized with the 
cou try’s suffering. His story illustrated that the publication of the book 
greatly contributed to Koreans knowledge of Viet am’s situation and empathy 
for the Vietnamese. Viet am’s case was not a story of a country far away: it 
could be Korea’s story as well. 
Overseas Korean newspapers also mentioned Vietnam by referring to the 
book. Haejo Sinmun (The Mainstream News), published in Vladivostok, said 
that “Rece t Vietnamese history is exactly the same as Korean history. While 
Viet am’s case was made known to the world by Phan Bội Châu, nobody 
knows Korea’s miserable situatio ”. Shinhan Minbo (New Korea News), 
published in California, reported the confiscation of six books by Japanese 
authorities in Korea, including The History of the Loss of Vietnam, which 
“could inspire patriotism among Korea s” in 1909.466 The book became a 
good example to spread news of the loss of a country to the world and at the 
same time, to infuse patriotism among Koreans, which led to the prohibition 
of its circulation. Nevertheless, the book was still sold to overseas Koreans. 
Kookminbo (Korean National Herald), published in Honolulu, continued to 
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place advertisements for the book in 1914, when it was already banned in 
Korea. These responses to the book indicate that it was widely known and 
disseminated not only within Korea but also among overseas Korean 
communities, in particular in Russia and the US, where large numbers of 
Koreans immigrated. It might be because overseas Koreans shared the 
sentiment of their compatriots inside Korea, and would have had more 
freedom to access the book.  
News articles that referred to Vietnam after the book’s publication 
amount to about thirty-two in DMS and about forty in HS. In both newspapers, 
most articles took Viet am’s fall as a warning to Koreans about being 
colonized. For example, an article entitled “The Great Trends in the World”, 
which was quite a commonly used title to discuss current affairs of the world 
in East Asia, wrote “What kind of situation did our respected and beloved Asia 
confront? In short, they became the target of several countries. Let’s examine. 
Annam became French territory….”467 An article in HS also pointed out that 
“The situation of colonized Vietnam is horrible. When it comes to discussing 
Korea, it is urgent for us to be cautious, try harder, and establish schools, 
taking Vietnam as a mirror.”468 
In addition, there are news articles about international relations between 
France and China, and news items about French colonial policy and the 
domestic affairs of Vietnam such as anti-piracy operations and the recall of the 
Governor-General of Indochina. The Koreans also paid attention to the 
Franco-Japanese Agreement in 1907. They evaluated the agreement reflecting 
the modern trend of diplomacy, saying that “Previously, Japan and France did 
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not like each other, but they set the agreement about their respective spheres of 
influence in China and how to maintain the status quo in East Asia.”469 
Although they did not realize the implications of the agreement for the 
Vietnamese, they began to understand the Realpolitik nature of international 
relations, which formed alliances or concluded agreements for the cou tries’ 
benefit, regardless of whether they had had bad relations previously. In HS, 
several news articles mentioned Vietnam with reference to Chinese politics 
such as Sun Yat-se ’s stay in Hanoi and his party’s activities there between 
1907 and 1908, which show Korea s’ interest in Chinese politics and 
revolutionary efforts.  
Vietnamese news also propagated an image of suffering colonized 
people to the Koreans. An article entitled “Tears of a ruined people”, 
published on June 4, 1909 in DMS, provided an interesting story.
470
 It talked 
about two Vietnamese students in China who studied in Japan for two years 
but suffered because of French intervention in the Đông Du movement. So, 
they headed to China and shared their sorrow with policemen they met on the 
street. The article concluded that “people who lost their country faced such a 
miserable situatio .” From the style and tone, the Korean newspaper may have 
quoted the article from a Chinese newspaper. To both the Chinese and the 
Koreans, the story might look like a preview of their future, thus arousing 
sympathetic responses. There is another interesting story showing a Korea ’s 
perspective of Vietnam. According to an article, Lee Jae-myung, who 
attempted to assassinate Lee Wan-yong, a pro-Japanese prime minister, was 
shouting about Vietnam and Egypt in court when he was sentenced to death 
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during his trial on July 12, 1910. Now, the
 
Koreans generally felt that they 
were facing the same situation as Vietnam. Thus, when they received unfair 
treatment by the Japanese authorities, it could have reminded them of 
Vietnam.  
There are several articles which briefly reported Viet am’s situation 
such as its history, the arrest of Emperor Thành Thái who was deposed on 
allegations of conspiracy and immoral behavior in 1907, and the 
Revolutionary Party of Vietnam.
471
 For instance, two news articles in HS 
briefly reported Vietnamese anti-colonial resistance in Haiphong and Hanoi. 
According to the news articles, anti-French tendencies were aroused in Annam 
due to heavy taxes, such that there was rebellion in Haiphong in 1908.
472
 In 
the next year, news reported the outbreak of revolt in Hanoi and France’s 
dispatch of three thousand soldiers.
473
 The news, which was sent from 
Shanghai and Hong Kong, was very brief and only provided information 
without commentary. The way of reporting revolts is quite different from the 
news reporting on the colonization of Vietnam. It seems that Korean 
newspapers paid more attention to the colonization and expressed more 
sympathy towards Vietnamese suffering, rather than stressing Vietnamese 
resistance. This might be because many nationalists and newspapers supported 
munmyung kaehwa and self-strengthening rather than armed resistance at that 
point of time. Since they thought that becoming strong was urgent for the 
cou try’s future and resistance would make the situation worse, they might be 
not interested in Vietnamese resistance. On the other hand, the colonization of 
Vietnam could be an example showing the fate of a weak country, and thus 
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contribute to the forming of a social consensus on the urgent need for self-
strengthening. In addition, there would be no more information regarding the 
revolt.  
Viet am’s situation, as made known by The History of the Loss of 
Vietnam, functioned as a case in point to alert Koreans as to how a weak 
country was colonized, to mirror Korea’s present (as a weak country) and 
future (of being colonized) and the miserable situation of colonized people, to 
publicize current affairs of the world, to motivate Koreans to pursue new 
learning and to spread knowledge of Korea’s situation in the world. It might 
be true that the Koreans were sincerely sympathetic towards the Vietnamese. 
However, at the same time, the newspaper editors wanted to warn the Koreans 
of their possible future of colonization. Although several articles criticized 
Western imperialism, including France’s, in general, there were few articles 
specifically criticizing French imperialism. Rather, the articles highlighted that 
Viet am’s domestic situation caused colonization and warned that the same 
thing would happen to Korea. The Koreans believed that if Korea became 
strong and succeeded in attaining modernization or civilization, they could 
avoid colonization.  
 
Vietnamese Image of Korea 
Among three important newspapers published in Saigon before 1910, 
Gia Định Báo, Nông Cổ Mín Đàm and Lục Tỉnh Tân Văn, there are not any 
news articles mentioning Korea in my research. For instance, Gia Định Báo 
did not show interest in international matters, and of course there were no 
materials mentioning Korea. Similarly, in Nông Cổ Mín Đàm between 1901 
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and 1904, there was no section for international news.  
In Hanoi, journalism developed later than in Saigon, but Đai Việt Tân 
Báo and Đăng Cổ Tùng Báo (ĐCTB) were published in 1907. The former was 
founded by Ernest Babut and edited by Đào Nguyên Phổ. The latter was 
affiliated with Đông Kinh Nghĩa Thục. As the school group won over Đào 
Nguyên Phổ, Đông Kinh Nghĩa Thục was able to disseminate its views 
throughout Tonkin.
474
 Although the newspaper was accepted by the French, it 
was an official organ of the school and a reformist paper. Thus, even though it 
was published for only a short time, its influence could reach many 
intellectuals in Tonkin.
475
 Hence, news articles mentioning or discussing 
Korea in ĐCT  are analyzed here, which can show the Vietnamese 
 atio alists’ perspectives toward Koreans.  
The newspaper called Korea “Cao-ly” (or Cao-li in quốc ngữ and 高麗 
in Chinese) which was the name of the Korean dynasty prior to the last Joseon 
dynasty. The name “Korea” originated from that name. In the articles, Hàn 
(韓), the name adopted by the Korean empire in 1897, was used with Cao-ly 
as well. As for the Koreans, “people of Cao-ly” (  ười Cao-ly) and “people of 
Han River” (Hán giang nhân, 漢江人), a reference to the river which flows 
through the Korean capital, in the Chinese section were used together. The use 
of several names shows that the Vietnamese were aware of the changes of 
name in Korea. Nevertheless, it seems that the Vietnamese were more familiar 
with the name of “Cao-ly”, which was seen in several quốc ngữ newspapers 
and in the later period as well. Likewise, the Koreans kept calling Vietnam 
“Annam” even though they were informed of the change in the cou try’s 
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name under the Nguyễn Dynasty. It seems that both the Vietnamese and the 
Koreans chose to use familiar names in the newspapers, which might make it 
easier for readers to understand. Also, it was because they were influenced by 
Chinese toponyms; China still used “Cao-ly” as well as “Annam” at that time.  
In ĐCT , there are six news items about Korea about current affairs in 
Korea, mostly political news, in the foreign news section in 1907.
476
 They 
reported on the Korean delegation to the Second Hague Conference, the 
Emperor Kojo  ’s abdication, furious people killing the Japanese, Resident 
General Ito  irobumi’s statement on how Japan would keep Korea’s 
independence, and his return to Tokyo. There was also general news such as a 
train accident and its death toll. Although they were very brief, Korean news 
stories kept appearing in the newspapers alongside news on the Chinese and 
Japanese. The frequency of appearance and the length of articles were much 
lower and shorter than news about other East Asian countries, China and 
Japan. However, it can be said that the Vietnamese paid more attention to 
Korea than to their Southeast Asian neighbors. Except for Siam, news about 
Southeast Asian countries was hardly reported. The fact that the paper 
constantly reported the latest happenings in East Asia confirms that the 
Vietnamese view of the world remained focused primarily on East Asia rather 
than Southeast Asia during this time. 
Since Korea was not reported on often and these were mostly news 
items, it is difficult to grasp what kind of perceptions the Vietnamese editors 
had of Korea, and their intention of reporting on the Korean efforts towards 
independence. However, the fact that most news items were related to the 
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Korean efforts to stay independent and people’s response to Japan gives a 
glimpse of possible Vietnamese intentions in reporting Korean news. While 
the Koreans enjoyed relative freedom from censorship by 1907 and 1909, the 
Vietnamese had to consider constraints when they wrote news articles. French 
authorities not only carefully censored news articles in Vietnamese or 
Chinese-language newspapers but also closely scrutinized the import of books 
and print materials from China and Japan and their circulation in Indochina. In 
such circumstances, it is possible that writings on Korea were less likely to be 
censored than writings on Vietnam. Thus, the Vietnamese editors could 
indirectly express their wish to support efforts for Vietnam’s independence, by 
discussing Korea’s case, though such instances were very brief.   
However, it seems that the Japanese invasion of Korea did not especially 
arouse Vietnamese sympathy in the news articles. Although several news 
articles are related to Korea’s independence efforts, there is no comment on 
the Japanese invasion. For the Vietnamese who were already colonized, 
Korea’s dangerous situation may not have caused any special attention or 
sympathy. At the same time, Korea was threatened by Japan, which was 
considered as a possible ally, source of assistance, and a leader of the “yellow 
race” by some Vietnamese intellectuals, including the Đông Kinh Nghĩa Thục 
group, so it is understandable that the Japanese invasion brought about neither 
criticism nor sympathy. Vietnamese knew that Japan had colonized Ryukyu 
and Taiwan already, and had invaded Korea. But these facts probably did not 
bother many Vietnamese, who praised Japan’s westernization or wanted to 
garner support from it. Many Vietnamese nationalists differentiated Japanese 
imperialism from Western imperialism, understanding the world affairs in 
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The speed of transferring information is quite impressive. The latest 
happenings in Korea were quite quickly reported in ĐCT . For example, the 
emperor’s abdication was reported on July 19 in Daehan Maeil Sinbo and then 
published on the 25
th
 of the same month in Vietnam. As for the source of the 
news, the Chinese section of the newspaper indicates that the news came from 
a Korean telegram. In case of Korea, when newspapers reported news about 
Vietnam, they noted that the news came not from Vietnam but Shanghai, 
Hong Kong, Tokyo and even Berlin via telegraph. Vietnam might also have 
used sources from China and Tokyo.  
Overall, it seems that the Vietnamese had little interest in Korea 
compared to Korean attention toward Vietnam. As discussed above, Koreans 
published quite a number of articles which referred to Vietnam during the 
same period and provided detailed information and analysis about its history, 
general information, and current situation. On the other hand, there are only a 
few brief news items about Korea on the Vietnamese side. As to the reason, 
first, it must be considered that a smaller number of Vietnamese newspapers 
was analyzed for this analysis, while many Korean periodicals from the late 
nineteenth century were checked. It can also be attributed to the fact that 
several Vietnamese newspapers did not report international affairs by the early 
1900s. Thus, it cannot be said solely that they were not interested in Korea. 
Nevertheless, it is certain that the Vietnamese had much less interest in Korea 
compared to Korean interest in Vietnam.  
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What might have caused the difference in perspective between Korea 
and Vietnam? To answer this question, we must consider why the Koreans had 
such great interest in Vietnam. They may already have been familiar with 
Vietnam to some extent as they imported Vietnamese rice, which was sent 
nationwide, and many people saw it on sale. In addition, it seems that the 
introduction of The History of the loss of Vietnam sparked Korean interest in 
Vietnam. After the publication of the book, Koreans not only acquired more 
knowledge about Viet am’s situation and history but also paid more attention 
to Vietnam and Vietnamese suffering. They deeply sympathized with the 
cou try’s predicament.  
However, the more important factor in promoting the discussion about 
Vietnam in Korea might be that the Koreans were facing a similar fate, 
colonization. In particular, after the Russo-Japanese War, there were attempts 
to find the causes of Viet am’s fall as an analogy for Korea’s fate. Viet am’s 
case became a kind of discourse which exemplified the reason and course of 
colonization, and the lives and suffering after colonization. Korean journalism 
played an important role in forming the discourse on Vietnam and to publicize 
Viet am’s story nationwide. Vietnam functioned in several ways, according to 
the editor’s intentions, which contributed to making image of Vietnam. Before 
the twentieth century, only a small number of scholars, intellectuals, and 
officials knew about Vietnam, but now many Koreans became familiar with 
international news, and it was one of countries often being mentioned. Even a 
farmer in the countryside discussed the destruction and restoration of a nation, 
giving Vietnam as a case of failure.
478
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In the process, Viet am’s image was changed. It was no longer just a 
rice-exporting country and a background figure in Fra ce’s current affairs. 
Now, the Koreans attributed more significance to Vietnam. The Vietnamese 
lost their country and suffered under colonialism: such a fate could be the 
Korea s’ as well. Although Poland, India, Egypt and Burma were also cited as 
examples of colonization, it seems that the Koreans sympathized more deeply 
with Vietnam. It may be because they recognized that they were from the 
“same culture and same race”. Thus, it can be said that they felt that Viet am’s 
experience paralleled their own more closely.  
On the contrary, to the Vietnamese there was nothing special from 
Korea to attract their attention. The Vietnamese did not need to warn nor 
awaken their people by recourse to Korea’s case since it was already 
colonized. It might be more necessary for Vietnamese nationalists to look for 
the source of assistance, or a model which overcame the crisis of imperialism. 
Moreover, for Vietnamese editors, if they wanted to warn their compatriots 
against Western imperialism and a case of backwardness, they could turn to 
China, which was much more well-known to the Vietnamese than Korea. It 
seems that they identified themselves more closely with China when 
criticizing the backwardness and failure of catching up with Western 
civilization. In addition, Vietnamese journalism was not as active as Korea’s 
during this time. Therefore, there might be little room to discuss other 
cou try’s affairs from their own perspective. Nevertheless, they paid some 
attention to Korea’s situation. They paid much greater attention to China and 




3. The History of the Loss of Vietnam  
The History of the Loss of Vietnam (越南亡國史, Việt Nam Vong Quốc 
Sử) was co-authored in Japan by the Vietnamese anti-colonialist Phan Bội 
Châu and the Chinese intellectual Liang Qichao. It was considered “o e of the 
most important books to appear in the course of Vietnamese anti-colonial 
efforts”.479 It was read in China and Vietnam, and was introduced into Korea 
as well. It had a huge influence on Korean intellectuals, prompting them to 
learn more about Vietnam and to interact more with the Vietnamese in the 
early twentieth century. As discussed above, Korean interest in Vietnam 
rapidly increased after the publication of this book in Korea in 1906. This also 
indicates that there was active circulation of knowledge as well as direct and 
indirect interactions among East Asians.  
Thus, the book has received scholarly attention from historians of 
Vietnam as well as historians of Korea. In particular, since the book occupied 
an important position in the discourse about Vietnam in the first decades of the 
twentieth-century Korea, it has attracted considerable attention among Korean 
scholars.
480
 Although previous studies show various aspects of the book such 
as its influence, the reason behind its popularity and widespread distribution in 
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Korea, the studies hardly analyze how and to what extent it influenced Korean 
perceptions of Vietnam, which was discussed in previous section. In addition, 
the Japanese and French empires attempted to prevent the introduction or 
circulation of the book in their colonies and protectorates. This section briefly 
discusses the writing and the introduction of the book in terms of the 
circulation of knowledge in East Asia and analyzes the ways in which the 
French and the Japanese government recognized its importance in Korea and 
Vietnam and took action to prevent its introduction and distribution.  
 
The History of the Loss of Vietnam  
Phan Bội Châu, the author of The History of the Loss of Vietnam 
(THLV), raised in a family of scholars, acquired a Confucian knowledge and 
worldview, and was proficient in literary Chinese. This cultural background 
greatly contributed to his interactions with other East Asians. He understood 
Chinese idioms and was able to communicate with other East Asians by 
writing Chinese characters.
481
 As mentioned in an earlier chapter, Phan went 
to Japan to seek support in 1905. In meetings with Liang Qichao in Japan, 
Liang warned Phan about seeking Japa ’s military aid because once the 
Japanese troops entered Vietnam, they would never leave. He advised Phan to 
write about the cou try’s tragedy and emphasize the overseas education of the 
youth.
482
 Following Lia  ’s advice, Phan wrote THLV in Chinese which was 




The book consists of three parts–a short introduction, body and 
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appendix. In the introduction, Liang introduces his meetings with Phan and 
comments about current affairs. The first part of the body, “Foreword to the 
History of the Loss of Viet am” (越南亡國史前錄), discusses Viet am’s 
situation and French exploitation and abuse of the Vietnamese. The second 
part, which consists of four sections, begins by explaining the book’s purpose, 
warning the Chinese and Vietnamese of the dangers of the contemporary 
situation. Then it moves on to “The Causes and Truth behind Viet am’s Fall” 
(越南亡國原因及事實). The second section (國亡時志士小傳) is a collection 
of brief biographies of patriots, in particular, those who participated in the Cần 
Vương movement. Phan strongly criticizes heavy taxes, spies, policemen, and 
official newspapers at length in the third section (法人困弱愚瞽越南之情狀). 
The last section (越南之將來 ) is about the future of Vietnam. Phan 
emphasizes the willingness of the Vietnamese to die for their homeland. The 
appendix (越南小志) is a brief history and geography of Vietnam, and the 
relations between China and Vietnam.   
According to Lia  ’s account of meeting with Phan in the introduction 
and the first part of the body, it seems that he did not expect to meet Phan and 
to write about the ruin of Vietnam. However, he was willing to help Phan and 
encouraged him to write the book. This could be the earliest attempt of 
cooperation among intellectuals against colonialism in East Asia. In the 
introduction, Liang warns that China’s fate could be the same as Viet am’s if 
the Chinese do not wake up. Similarly, he had emphasized that China must 
awake to prevent becoming like Korea in his other book, The Short History of 
the Loss of Korea (朝鮮亡國史略) in the previous year. In fact, there are not 
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many commonalities between the two books. While the former focuses on 
Viet am’s suffering and harsh French policies based on first-hand experiences 
of a Vietnamese, the latter deals with treaties and agreements between powers 
surrounding Korea from the Chinese perspective. In any case, Lia  ’s 
approach in the books indicates that the books were targeted at a Chinese 
audience. The appendix also provides some information on Vietnam to 
readers, perhaps a Chinese audience. Korea and Vietnam were valuable 
examples to show the destiny of a country which failed in modernization and 
reform.  
THLV was published in Shanghai in September 1905. Fifty copies of the 
book carried by Phan and his colleagues were circulated throughout Vietnam, 
and the manuscript was recopied and translated into quốc ngữ.484 The book 
was read in Ð ông Kinh Nghĩa Thục and used as a teaching text.485 The book 
seems to have been quite popular in China as it was reprinted at least five 
times. In addition, as it was included in Lia  ’s Collected Works of Yinbingshi 
(饮冰室合集) in 1907, it could attract more readers in East Asia.486  
 
Introduction of The History of the Loss of Vietnam in Korea 
As mentioned above, Hwangsung Sinmun published part of The History 
of the Loss of Vietnam (THLV) as a serial mainly in Chinese language mixed 
with Korean, from August 28 to September 5 in 1906.
487
 Two months later, 
Hyun Chae, a famous writer and translator, translated the whole book into 
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Chinese language mixed with Korean. The version was reprinted in six 
mo ths’ time and was included in Hyun Chae’s other book which was a 
teacher’s guide for the most popular text book at that time. Then, Joo Si-
kyoung and Lee Sang-ik translated it into a purely Korean (hangul) version 
which enabled people, who were unfamiliar with Chinese characters, to access 
the book. This made it even more popular. In particular, Joo Si-kyu  ’s 
version was reprinted three times within six months from 1907 to 1908.
488
 
Even though there are no records of how many copies were printed each time, 
three versions of translation and reprinting within such a short time clearly 
show that the book attracted a number of readers.  
News articles and essays show that the book was read not only in major 
cities but also in remote areas, even much later after the ban.
489
 It is important 
that the book even reached remote areas, which implies that the Koreans were 
active in circulating it. According to a newspaper article later written decades, 
most of them who read the book said that they learnt about Vietnam since they 
read the book and remembered its contents.
490
  
Scholars attribute the reasons for the book’s popularity to Liang 
Qichao’s influence on Korean intellectuals and the political conditions of that 
period. Lia  ’s writing gave a refreshing jolt to a lot of intellectuals and 
reform-minded people, who thirsted for Western knowledge and culture. As a 
result, there were active introductions and translations of his works in Korea 
including Journal of the New Citizen which he edited. Many Koreans thought 
that Liang wrote THLV after meeting a Vietnamese. In addition, as the book 
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was included in Lia  ’s Collected Works of Yinbingshi, some Koreans could 
have the wrong impression that he was the author of the whole book instead of 
just the preface. Even though people knew that Liang was not the author of 
whole book, the book’s popularity was still attributed to his influence since he 
wrote the preface and published it.
491
  
More importantly, contemporary Koreans recognized that Korea’s 
situation was not significantly different from Viet am’s, as discussed above. 
As the Korean fear of being colonized had been growing since the Japanese-
Korean Treaty of Protectorate, Viet am’s fall seemed to foreshadow Korea’s 
future. In the preface of translated versions, the translators said that the book 
aimed to alert Koreans to the dangers of imperialism.
492
 Hyun Chae re-
worked it by adding and omitting some words and parts and edited it by 
adding other material, such as excerpts from Liang Qichao’s The Logic of the 
Loss of Country and New Law and The Short History of the Loss of Korea, in 
his translated version.
493
 For instance, after Lia  ’s comment that 
“co sideri   the manner of Japa ’s treatment of Korea, Korea will be the 
second Viet am” in THLV, Hyun Chae inserted part of The Short History of 
the Loss of Korea. In addition, the nation-wide distribution of the book can be 
attributed to the National Debt Redemption Movement, launched in 1907 to 
pay back the national loan to Japan by voluntary donations. The Koreans 
thought that if they did not pay off Korea’s debt to Japan, Korea could become 
its colony. Many bookstore owners and two translators, Hyun Chae and Lee 
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Sang-ik, participated in this movement and encouraged people to read the 
book in order to attract voluntary participation in the movement.
494
 
Meanwhile, there were negative reactions as well. Kyunghyang Sinmun 
(Capital Daily, 1906-1910), which was run by the Korean Catholic Church, 
printed a series of articles to criticize the contents of the book in 1908. The 
articles strongly refuted the book’s arguments which criticized and blamed 
French colonial policy as a “fictio ”, and tried to justify French policy in 
Vietnam. In addition, the Korean Catholic Church denied any relations 
between the Church and the French colonial regime in Indochina, saying that 
“Catholic missionaries went to Vietnam not for French power but for 
missionary work and did not consider the secular world for more than a 
hundred years.” (This statement was generally true before the nineteenth 
century.) The article continued by stating, “Catholic missionaries taught that 
Vietnamese Catholics should obey their emperor and not render help to the 
French when they invade.”495 However, as was discussed in the previous 
chapter, this is not true as some French missionaries worked for the French 
troops and many Vietnamese Catholics participated in the invasion.  
In fact, although Phan Bội Châu did criticize the links between 
Catholicism and French colonization of Vietnam and the missionaries, he 
attempted to build bridges between anti-colonial activists and local Catholic 
by stressing that only a few of them were fooled by the priests into supporting 
the invasion. Most Catholics, he insisted, remained loyal to king and country. 
In this way, he subtly attempted to drive a wedge between foreign missionary 
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Catholicism, which was allied to imperialism, and its Vietnamese followers.
496
 
He expressed a positive view of Vietnamese Catholics, stating that “Our 
Catholics are people of Vietnam, thus they will protect Vietnam and neither 
obey the French nor harm Vietnam by supporting France. When they do this, 
they are real Catholics, people of religion for salvation, and compatriots.”497 
Rather, he was much more critical of the court and mandarins for the 
colonization of Vietnam.  
Nevertheless, there were several reasons for the Korean Church to 
defend French colonial policy and Catholicism. The Korean Catholic Church 
was administered by the Paris Foreign Mission Society together with the 
Vietnamese Church. It is possible that the Korean Church received requests 
from colonial Vietnam or the Church there (or Paris) to defend French policy. 
Even if there was no request from the MEP or French Indochina, since 
Catholicism was considered as a French religion in Korea, the Korean Church 
would feel the necessity to stand up for France. Moreover, some cases showed 
that THLV was used by Protestant missionaries, as will be discussed in the 
following section. At that time, the number of Protestants increased and was 
about to overtake the number of Catholics in Korea. Therefore, the Korean 
Catholic Church was concerned that the popularity of the book could have an 
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Official Intervention against the Book  
When the book was introduced into Korea, initially the Japanese 
authorities did not take any action to prevent its circulation. However, as Japan 
promulgated the Newspaper Law in 1907 and Publication Law in 1909, it had 
a legal basis to control newspapers and publications in Korea. On May 5, 
1909, Japan suppressed publications of the translations of THLV with five 
other Korean books and confiscated the books, with the justification that they 
disturbed public order.
499
 A total 832 copies of THLV along with other Korean 
books were confiscated by the end of the year.
500
 All of these books were 
popular and sometimes created sensations in Korea. The number of copies of 
THLV was the largest among these confiscated books, which confirms the 
popularity of the book in Korea.  
There are documents from the Japanese Residency-General of Korea 
showing that Japan had carefully observed the influence of the book in Korea 
and even traced the activities of foreign missionaries associated with its 
distribution. According to these documents, THLV was actively distributed by 
Protestant missionaries for evangelism. There was no clear mention for the 
reason why Christian missionaries tried to use the book to expand their 
congregation. It may be that the book made Koreans realize their current 
crisis, which could encourage them to convert to Protestant Christianity or 
they may have wished to stigmatize Catholicism as linked to imperialism.  
According to documents reporting religious activities in Korea produced 
in 1909, several western Protestant missionaries, a British–Canadian and two 
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Americans, read an excerpt of THLV before an audience in a chapel, or sold 
the books on evangelistic tours or in a bookstore owned by the mission.
501 
One of them even said that, “to avoid such a danger, you should believe in 
God and make great efforts to recover the sovereignty of your  atio .” 502 
The police understood that the missionary used the book to produce 
conversions expand his congregation, and investigated the case. These 
documents show that the Japanese authorities were well aware of the use of 
the book by Protestant missionaries and closely watched their activities. 
However, Japan was very careful about using oppressive tactics because all 
the missionaries were foreigners. Thus, they could take action only after the 
official ban on the book in May 1909.  
As for Vietnam, it seems that French Indochinese authorities were not 
aware of the introduction of the book by Phan Bội Châu and its circulation in 
Đông Kinh Nghĩa Thục. However, they took notice of its publication in China 
just a few months afterwards and took action to prevent its introduction and 
circulation in Indochina from January of the following year. On December 5, 
1905, the French Consul at Canton recognized the publication and circulation 
of THLV in the city and telegraphed about it to the Government-General of 
Indochina. According to these documents, the French authorities were 
concerned that the book would have a negative effect on their colonial 
subjects. Hence, while they translated the book into French for their own 
information, they urgently requested that necessary measures be taken to 
prevent its introduction in Indochina. In addition, the colonial government 
required the relevant authorities to identify people who attempted to bring in 
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and sell the book in Indochina. As a result, official telegrams 151 and 152 in 
January 29, 1906 announced that the introduction and circulation of the book 
in Indochina were prohibited, and then asked the administrative authorities to 
seize the books upon their arrival.
503
 By all appearances, it seems that the 
French government of Indochina succeeded in imposing restrictions on the 
official circulation of the book in the colony by taking fast and effective 
action. There were no more official documents mentioning the book. 
However, this does not mean that the problem was solved. As seen, the book 
was introduced and circulated despite the bans and it influenced many 
Vietnamese as well as other Asians, notably Koreans and Chinese.   
Interestingly, just as the Koreans were reading the story about Vietnam, 
some Vietnamese were reading about Korea. The Short History of the Loss of 
Korea which was known as The History of the Loss of Korea (朝鮮亡國史, 
Triều Tiên vong quốc sử) in Vietnam was one of them. As mentioned, the 
book was written by Liang Qichao and published in his Journal of New 
Citizen in 1904. Theoretically, Korea was not colonized by 1904, but Liang 
Qichao analyzed the course of Japa ’s occupation of Korea from the late 
nineteenth century to the Russo-Japanese War and predicted its fall. The book 
was sent to Vietnam by Phan Bội Châu in 1907 and read in Đông Kinh Nghĩa 
Thục.504 It was one of the three educational texts which the school published 
between 1907 and 1908.
505
 Besides, since a few Vietnamese scholars and 
nationalists read the Journal of New Citizen during that time, they could know 
Korea’s situation through the journal as well. However, the extent of the book’s 
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impact seems to be different in the two countries. While the case of Vietnam 
aroused interest in Vietnam among the Koreans, Korea’s case did not play the 
same role in Vietnam. For instance, in Đăng Cổ Tùng Báo, there was no mention 
of The Short History of the Loss of Korea and no book review about it in the 
new book section.  
Meanwhile, the publication of the two books by Liang Qichao confirms 
the important roles of Chinese writers in the circulation of knowledge and 
interactions between intellectuals in East Asia as mentioned in Chapter 3. 
Liang, who is perhaps the best example of this case, had constantly paid 
attention to Chi a’s neighboring countries and updated the latest information 
by writing books about the fall of Korea and Vietnam, even though it was 
mainly to warn or to inspire the Chinese to wake up by illustrating other 
cou tries’ tragedies. Through Chinese writings and journals, the latest 
information and knowledge about East Asian countries were circulated and 
reproduced in the region. The Koreans and the Vietnamese could receive 
information about each other by introducing the Chinese writings and 
circulating those, or republishing original texts or translations in their 
newspapers.  
 
4. Analysis of Articles about Korea or Vietnam in the Vietnamese 
and Korean Press between 1920 and 1925.  
In the 1920s, there were major events in the world and in East Asia, such 
as the Paris Peace Conference and announcement of Wilso ’s self-
determination principles, Washington Conference on Disarmament, Chi a’s 
cession of Shandong to Japan, and negotiations for a tariff agreement between 
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Japan and France. Both Korean and Vietnamese newspapers paid more 
attention than before to foreign news, in particular to international relations 
among world powers and current events in colonies. The reasons for this 
included growing interest in world news but also the development of the 
telegraph. At the same time, anti-colonial movements were on the rise within 
or outside their countries, which attracted the attention of the foreign press and 
were subsequently reported in Korean or Vietnamese newspapers as well. This 
dynamic was reflected in the news articles, and certainly influenced the two 
peoples’ perspective of each other. Although they did not show great interest 
in each other, Korean and Vietnamese newspapers continued to feature brief 
news and only very occasionally detailed pieces on each other, sometimes 
independently, sometimes in articles about Japan or France.  
This section analyzes what kinds of Korean or Vietnamese news was 
reported in newspapers and what perspectives of each other were seen in the 
news articles. This section mainly focuses on the late 1910s and the early 
1920s when journalism developed and the public sphere began to appear or 
reappear to different extent in the two countries. During this period, 
Vietnamese journalism was more active and showed a broader spectrum of 
political views than Korea’s. In addition, as mentioned above, journalism in 
Vietnam developed in the two centers, Hanoi and Saigon. Thus, Vietnamese 
newspapers and magazines are separately analyzed here according to their 
region of origin. In case of Korea, only a small number of periodicals were 
approved for publication and they enjoyed limited freedom of expression. 




Korean News in Vietnamese Periodicals  
I analyze news articles from three Hanoi newspapers, the quốc ngữ and 
Chinese versions of Nam Phong Tạp Chí (Southern Wind), Thực Nghiệp Dân 
Báo (Journal of Practical Industry), and Trung Bắc Tân Văn (Central and 
Northern News), after considering their influence and popularity in northern 
Vietnam. Supported by French authorities, Nam Phong was created as “a  
instrument for channeling French propa a da” and published monthly in three 
languages, Vietnamese, Chinese and French, and it was an influential journal 
among northern intellectuals. It focused on literary subjects and cultural 
reform, and was well-known for its contribution to the development of quốc 
ngữ.506 The editor Phạm Quỳnh advocated a “careful blend of Western and 
Confucian intellectual culture” and supported the monarchy and the French 
protectorate.
507
 Thực Nghiệp Dân Báo (TNDB) and Trung Bắc Tân Văn 
(TBTV) were published daily in Vietnamese and were among the most popular 
newspapers in colonial Vietnam. The TNDB was founded by a group of 
landowners, merchants and industrialists in Hanoi for nascent Vietnamese 
bourgeoisie; its circulation reached 10,000 copies. TBTV was edited by 
Nguyến Vă  Vĩ h, who also founded Đông Dương Tạp Chí and Annam 
Nouveau, supported by François Schneider.
508
 Similar to Phạm Quỳnh, Vĩ h 
supported the French presence in Vietnam and wanted to bring about a 
“cultural re aissa ce” through journalism. However, unlike Phạm Quỳnh, he 
objected to the imperial system and favored more direct French control in 
Vietnam.
509
 These three newspapers propagated Western and particularly 
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French culture and colonial policy, calling for the reform of Vietnamese 
culture. Obviously, they were not interested in Vietnamese anti-colonial 
activities and resistance movements. Thus, whenever they mentioned 
Vietnamese anti-colonial activities, it was generally done in brief and in a non-
supportive tone. 
  Due to the limited accessibility of materials, my research covers Nam 
Phong Tạp Chí (NPTC) between 1917 and 1925, Thực Nghiệp Dân Báo and 
Trung Bắc Tân Văn between 1922 and 1925.510 In my research, there are 
about fifteen news items or articles which mention Korea in TNDB and about 
twelve in TBTV. In NPTC, there are seven news articles related to Korea in the 
Vietnamese version and nine in the Chinese version.  
Vietnamese journalism paid considerable attention to China and Japan. 
Hence, there are a number of detailed news articles about the two countries 
which deal not only with current affairs but also with history and culture such 
as literature and philosophy. However, Korea was generally referred to as a 
Japanese colony in Japa ’s history or Japa ’s international relations with 
countries and a place where specific newsworthy events happened. Sometimes 
it was mentioned as a country sharing the same culture and the same “race” 
with Japan and China. With the exception of some articles, there was generally 
no commentary about Japa ’s colonization of Korea. It seems that, by and 
large, the news articles spoke uncritically about Japanese colonial rule in 
Korea by referring to it as a fixed fact.  
More specifically, in case of TBTV, eight out of twelve news articles 
concerning Korea mentioned the country in passing when reporting news on 
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Japan. Even though the other four news titles are about current events in 
Korea, these are mostly about fires and storms, and there are neither in-depth 
nor detailed news articles discussing Korea’s situation and current affairs. 
However, there is an article published in 1923 which shows some criticism 
toward Japanese colonization and its attitude toward Korea as well as China. 
Under the title “Japa ese people’s a  ressive ess”, the article said that 
“Firstly, they used the sword on their neighbors, Korea and China. Korean 
culture was more developed than Japanese in history, but the Koreans were 
disdained by the Japanese because they liked peace and their armed force was 
not equal to that of the Japa ese” and criticized the Japanese arrogant attitude 
toward the Chinese and the Koreans.
511
  
 TNDB shares this general tendency although there are more news items 
about Korea than in TBTV. While four out of fifteen news items refer to Korea 
as Japa ’s colony in news about Japa ’s international relations with Russia 
and the US, the other eleven news titles are about Korea’s current events (Việc 
ở Cao-ly or Cao-li). However, these are mainly about natural disasters such as 
storms and floods.
512
 It can be said that TNDB was interested in general news 
about Korea rather than political and social issues. It published mostly news of 
events without much commentary. Besides reports about natural disasters and 
incidents, there was a news article reporting a Korea ’s attempt to bomb the 
Japanese Emperor’s Palace in Tokyo. TBTV and TNDB described the incident 
briefly without commentary in January 1924.
513
 TNDB reported another 
incident in Korea, the Korea s’ attack on police station in 1925. Here, the 
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Koreans were described as “dissatisfied with the Japa ese.”514 But there is 
neither more explanation nor commentary about it. Through these news 
articles about violent Korean activities, Vietnamese readers, at least, would 
know about Korean dissatisfaction with Japanese rule, resulting in anti-
colonial activities.     
NPTC shows a slightly different approach to reporting news about Korea 
from above, and so it deserves more analysis. First of all, NPTC paid great 
attention to current affairs of the world and international relations. It was also 
very interested in China and Japan and published quite a number of articles 
about various topics such as a history of China and Japan, current affairs, 
Chinese literature and philosophy, Japanese education, a history of relations 
between Vietnam and Japan and so on. The choice of topics covered may be 
attributed to the characteristics of the editorial board as well as the readership. 
Since NPTC targeted northern intellectuals who had received traditional 
education and were familiar with Chinese culture and international affairs, it 
may have published more in-depth news articles about world powers as well 
as East Asia to meet the needs of intellectuals. In particular, the articles about 
China and Japan more frequently appeared in the Chinese-language version 
than the quốc ngữ version. The readers of the Chinese version were probably 
more interested in Chinese and Japanese culture and history. In addition, since 
it was a monthly magazine, the editorial board might have been able to put in 
more effort to write comprehensive articles.  
Besides articles about China and Japan, this magazine produced quite 
detailed news articles about Korea as well, although the frequency was much 
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lower. Except for a few cases, the Chinese and quốc ngữ version did not 
publish the same articles about Korea. In addition, Korea was called 
differently in two versions, “Cao-ly” in quốc ngữ and “Triều Tiên” (朝鮮) in 
Chinese. Since the quốc ngữ version was for a general audience, it called 
Korea “Cao-ly”, a well-known name to the public. But readers of the Chinese 
version were probably well-informed on East Asian affairs, such that the paper 
could use a more accurate name. As with other newspapers discussed above, 
Korea was often mentioned in news about Japan. For example, in an article 
entitled “Collectio  of Japa ’s customs” in November 1920, the author wrote 
about Korea in the history section on the Japanese annexation of Korea after 
the Sino-Japanese and Russo-Japanese Wars, in the context of Japanese 
history.
515
 Korea was referred to in other news articles about Japanese 
Buddhism and history in a similar way. In a detailed article entitled “A History 
of Japan”, Korea was described as a country which transmitted civilization, 
including Buddhism and Confucianism, to Japan. It also dealt with the 
Japanese invasion of Korea in 1592, and competition between Japan and 
Russia for Manchuria and Korea in the 1900s. Regarding Russia’s defeat and 
colonization of Korea, the article stated, “While there was no damage to 
Russia although it lost the war, Korea became a protectorate and was annexed 
by Japan in 1910.”516 The editor (Nguyễn Vă  Hiếu) did not express great 
sympathy in the article for Korea’s colonized status. However, when 
considering the tone and contents, it seems that he tried to make objective 
observations on the history of Japan and Korea and their relations.  
The Chinese version of NPTC tended to publish not only news items 
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such as the death of the Korean king and the March First Movement of 1919 
but also more detailed articles about Korea. For instance, in March 1923, the 
magazine introduced several Asian countries such as Japan, Korea, Taiwan 
and Siam.
517
 For Korea, it described, in two pages, the name, geography and 
history of Korea such as the establishment of the Chinese Han prefectures and 
all dynasties in the Korean Peninsula. The description of Korea’s modern 
history is impressive as it chronologically explained the Gapsin coup, Tonghak 
Revolution, the change of the name of Korea from Joseon to Hankuk, the 
course of colonization and Japanese colonial policy and administration. In 
general, the news article used a neutral tone in describing this colonization 
process. Regarding Korean culture and customs, it explained that the Koreans 
use Chinese characters to write Korean language and “the Korean elite follows 
Co fucia ism.” The editor referred to the Vietnamese as “East Asian brethre ” 
[literally, “bor  of the same womb in East Asia”] (東亞之同胞) and told 
readers that the news article was based on a Chinese book. The article shows 
that Vietnamese intellectuals had rather accurate and updated information 
about Korean history and recent developments through Chinese sources.  
There are also an article about Gapsin Coup and a series of news articles 
about a Korean woman. Both focus on the recent history of Korea and provide 
interesting information, which could arouse Vietnamese readers’ interest. In 
particular, the articles about a Korean woman were published for four times 
between 1922 and 1923 as a series under a title “Record of a history of Korean 
Lady Lee’s decli e.”518 These articles traced how and why a Korean girl left 
home and devoted her life to the independence movement in China. According 
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to the story, there was a Korean girl whose father was a government official 
but he resigned because of Japanese pressure. She left for Shanghai for studies 
and joined the Korean Revolutionary Party in Guangdong after graduation. 
She was in charge of fund raising in the party and even went to the US for this 
purpose. Since the narrator was a classmate of the Korean woman, these 
articles must have been written by a Chinese woman and might have been 
published in China. The article is quite sympathetic and supportive towards 
the Korean woman, ending with the line, “we still desire to support the lady's 
great purpose.” NPTC republished the article without comments. According to 
Marr, Nguyễn Bá Trác, who edited the jour al’s Chinese texts, had studied in 
Japan and “publicly disavowed anti-colo ialism.”519 When considering the 
character of the magazine, it is interesting that NPTC’s Francophile editor 
reported the story of the Korean female independence activist in China in 
detail. They might have published the story because the story was interesting 
and could attract readers’ attention to the magazine.  
In the quốc ngữ version, there are several articles reporting Korea’s 
situation and Japa ’s policy in Korea.520 The paper also reported the March 
First Movement as a Korean revolt, which reflected Japanese opinions about 
the movement. An article published in 1920 introduced some information 
about Korea such as the economic situation, Japanese economic policy, 
colonization, clothing and so on. Korea was mentioned as a country which 
only “a few people k ow”. In fact, Korean newspapers used a similar 
expression, saying that “the Koreans did not know Vietnam well”. The 
author’s comments about Korea reflected Vietnamese negative views towards 
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Korea, echoing Japanese perspectives of Korea. For instance, it described that 
“the southern Koreans were Japanese slaves in the fourteenth century for a 
while”, which is historically inaccurate but might have been a belief upheld by 
Japanese. In the article, there was some comparison of Korea’s economy and 
colonized situation with Vietnam. Although it mostly explained the Korean 
situation from a Japanese point of view, the article ended with a rather critical 
tone, saying that “Japa ese rule slightly improved the Korean economy while 
totally depriving the Koreans of political liberty.” 
Another article published in 1924 exactly reflected Japanese colonial 
views of Korea, based on an article from the French journal Revue du 
Pacifique. The author argued that “we often think that Japanese maltreat and 
persecute the Koreans but there is an article to show Japanese policy in 
Korea”, referring to a British journalist who said that, “I would rather be a 
Korean living under Japanese rule rather than an Indian living under British.” 
It praised Japa ’s successful management of Korea and Japanese officials’ 
good treatment of the Koreans, which had improved education and 
administration in Korea. It seems that the quốc ngữ section of the journal was 
inclined toward the Japanese and supported colonialism in Korea more than 
the Chinese section. This is perhaps because the two sectio s’ approaches 
toward Korean news might be different. While the news articles published in 
the Chinese section mostly provided general information about Korea without 
much commentary, the news articles in the quốc ngữ section often added the 
author’s opinion. In addition, the sources of the news articles in the two 
sections were often different. Articles related to Korea in the quốc ngữ section 
were frequently taken from French newspapers which were based on the 
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colonial perspective. On the other hand, articles regarding Korea in the 
Chinese section were often likely to be based on sources such as Chinese 
books and press.  
Among the newspapers in Saigon, three newspapers, Đông Pháp Th i 
Báo (Đ T ),  a Tri une  n ig ne (TI) and La Cloche Fêlée (CF) are 
analyzed. Đ T  mostly offered editorials, novels, poetry and regular sections, 
but rarely dealt with international and national current events before the new 
editor Trần Huy Liệu came in 1925.521 Two Francophone newspapers are 
analyzed because those also played an important role in the public sphere in 
Cochinchina. The two newspapers show a very different perspective and 
attitude toward French colonial policy. As mentioned above, Bùi Quang 
Chiêu, an editor of TI, claimed “affiliatio  with Sarraut’s Franco-Vietnamese 
collaboration pro ram” and represented “[Wester ized] Vietnamese interests 
in conversation with the colonial authorities.”522 On the other hand, the editor 
Nguyễn An Ninh of La Cloche Fêlée had studied law in Paris and became a 
Marxist by the end of the decade. He launched CF in December 1923, after 
returning from Paris, in order to reach and mobilize a larger audience. It was 
successful, as its print increased from 500 copies to 2,000 later and generated 
enthusiastic responses among fellow journalists.
523
 Thus, it is expected that 
the two French language newspapers would show different approaches toward 
the other colony, Korea.  
There are three news items mentioning Korea in Đ T  between 1923 
and 1925, three in CF between 1924 and 1925, and twenty news items or 
articles referring or describing current affairs of Korea in TI between 1917 and 
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1924. In Đ T , there are no news articles reporting mainly about Korea but 
only those referring to it in the news about Japan. They reported movement of 
storm hitting a Japanese ship in Shanghai, and the attempt bombing of the 
Japanese Imperial Palace in January 1924. The news was reported by TBTV 
and TNDB as well, but it was briefer here. CF shows a slightly different 
approach toward Korea. While many news articles about Korea in other 
newspapers focused on events and natural disasters in Korea and Japan, CF 
did not pay attention to that kind of event but spoke about Korea as a colony 
ruled by the Japanese empire. In an article entitled “Let’s Return to [this 
Subject]”, E. Dejean de la Batie called on the Indochinese colonial 
government make serious efforts to improve local state affairs, especially for 
education.
524
 In his discussion, he gave examples of Korea and the 
Philippines. According to him, Korean participation in administration 
increased more and more, and the Japanese government built 120 schools on 
average per year since 1919 and devoted budgetary resources to public 
education. In fact, this article was published by L'Echo Annamite on 23 May 
1924 and CF republished it. Another article about the civilization of Japan 
mentioned that Japan was building a new Korea.
525
  
Both articles emphasized positive aspects of Japanese rule in Korea. In 
the articles, Korea had no initiative to develop itself but was improved by 
Japa ’s efforts. It sounds as though their view was very similar to the 
colo ists’ perspective, which justified building or maintaining the colony. E. 
Dejean de la Batie was half-French, half-Vietnamese and, although he was a 
French citizen, worked with Vietnamese anti-colonialists. He believed in 
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French republican ideals and criticized the colonial administration for abuses 
of native interests.
526
 When considering his disposition, he may not have 
shared the colonial perspective. Rather, he mainly acquired information about 
other countries such as Korea, which was neither well-known nor frequently 
reported on press, from French newspapers which introduced the improvement 
of Korea in areas such as administration, education and economy under 
Japanese rule, and so he understood Korea’s situation based on such 
information. He might have chosen Korea as an example to support his 
argument that the French colonial government should strive to improve poor 
conditions in Indochina.  
 a Tri une  n ig ne published the largest number of articles about 
Korea among the Vietnamese newspapers I have researched. Overall, the 
newspaper paid considerably more attention to France and French colonies, 
foreign affairs, and world powers and their colonies, compared to other 
newspapers. Recent events in Egypt and India constantly appeared as well as 
the case of Korea, which was often called the “Calm Morning (Matin 
Calme)”. While other newspapers, even CF, paid little attention to Korean 
efforts for independence, TI published various kinds of articles, which are 
worth discussing in detail. The news articles presented not only the Japanese 
official view of Korea but also Korean objections or resistance to Japanese 
rule. The source of news was generally French newspapers such as Les 
Annales coloniales and La Revue du Pacifique, which provided in-depth 
observation and analysis by exploring competitions and conflicts among world 
powers. Some articles were also written by an editorial board. In the early 
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1920s, Japan constantly appeared in important international issues such as 
conflict with the US regarding Japanese immigration into California and the 
renewal of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance. In this context, Korea was analyzed 
in news articles sometimes as a victim of the Japanese empire and 
international competition, an example of oppressed people in northeast Asia, 
and sometimes as a successful case of colonial enterprise.  
Between 1917 and 1925, TI published eight news articles mentioning 
Korea in articles about Japan in 1919, four in 1920, five in 1921, two in 1922 
and one in 1923. Although many articles referred to Korea in the context of 
Japa ’s international relations in general, a number of articles highlighted 
Korea’s poor situation under Japanese rule and Korean efforts for 
independence. In 1919, there were more articles talking about the latter topic. 
This may be attributed to the March First movement and the Korean petition at 
the Paris Peace Conference of the same year, which attracted some attention 
from French and Vietnamese editors. Five news articles about Korea’s 
situation included the words, “revolutio ”, “trouble”, or “i depe de ce” in 
Korea.
527
 These articles reported the Japanese Diet’s investigation into the 
causes of the Korean revolution such as the suppression of freedom of speech 
and heavy taxes, the March First Movement, the Korean delegation led by 
J.Kiusic S. Kimm (Kim Kyu-sik) in Paris and the telegram sent by the 
delegation, and uprisings and riots in Korea in 1919. Other articles about 
Japan also mentioned the Korean resistance movement. For instance, two 
articles entitled “Japa ese Colo izatio ” and “Japa ese Colonial Politics” 
describe Japa ’s colonial policy in Korea, the Korea s’ dissatisfaction with 
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the Japanese regime, the March First Movement and their efforts to appeal to 
the world powers.
528
 Overall, these articles showed both parties’ opinions, the 
official Japanese position and the Korean dele atio ’s arguments. They 
described the Japanese colonial enterprise from the Japanese perspective as 
well as Korean suffering under Japanese rule. Several articles seem to be 
critical of Japanese harsh suppression of Korean demonstrations.  
In 1920, Korea was mentioned in articles about Japa ’s ambitions, and 
the Anglo-Japanese alliance and its impact in America.
529
 Besides these 
topics, an article entitled “Korea  national movement and press coverage of 
Japa ” discussed Korean nationalist movements and foreign  ewspapers’ 
approach toward the issue. Another article, “Situatio  in Korea”, focused on 
two opposing movements in Korea, namely those pushing for collaboration 
with and resistance against the Japanese. These articles were derived from 
other French and English newspapers, and mostly presented the Japanese view 
of Korea or their ways of managing the colony, rather than reflecting Korean 
 atio alists’ perspectives. For instance, the article about the Korean national 
movement and press treatment of Japanese colonialism asserted that 
“ ewspapers in Beijing tended to exaggerate recent events in Korea as a 
revolution, although there were not many cases of viole ce.”530  
However, the articles about Korea published in 1921 focused on 
illustrating the brutality of Japanese rule and Korean suffering. In March, a 
series of six pieces entitled “The Threatened Peace in the Far East” were 
published to “e li hte  Indochinese about competitions among world 
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powers.”531 In fact, it was originally Felicien Challaye’s lecture for the 
League of Human Rights (Ligue des Droits de l'Homme) in January 1920. 
Challaye had visited China, Japan and Korea as a delegate belonging to a 
French mission and then became the secretary-general of the Association of 
Friends of Korea. In the lecture, he illustrated the local peoples’ sufferings in 
Korea and Shandong in China in detail based on his observations in the area 
after the World War I. As for Korea, he gave a detailed description and 
testimony about how cruelly the Japanese treated Koreans after the March 
First Movement. An article entitled “Korea  Martyrdom”, part of which is 
quoted in the introduction of this chapter, also disclosed Japa ’s massacre of 
Koreans after the March First Movement.
532
  
Subsequently, an article entitled “Japa  and the Extreme Orie t” 
discussed international relations among the US, Britain and Japan and 
criticized Japa ’s colonization of Korea and abuse of the Koreans.533 In the 
same issue, the news about the Association of Friends of Korea (Les Amis de 
la Corée) was introduced. The association demanded Korean independence, 
supported Korean independence movements, and sought out sponsors and 
supporters for it. This kind of tone continued in the same year even in other 
articles about international relations. For example, in an article entitled “About 
the Upcoming Pacific International Co  ress” (Washington Conference), the 
writer pointed out that “more than half of the world’s population has no voice 
in the conference, which consists of great powers.”534  It mentioned the 
Koreans, Vietnamese, Filipinos and Indians as people who were excluded but 
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might have some interesting things to say in the name of law and justice. In 
the other article, entitled “Si o-Japanese Entente and Franco-Chinese 
A reeme t” about the recent agreement between China and Japan regarding 
Shandong, the writer described Japa ’s colonization of “quiet and old Korea” 
as the first disappointment and briefly talked about the Korean patriots’ 
proclamation of the Republic of Korea in Shanghai and Vladivostok and their 
submission of a petition in Paris.
535
  
Soon, the number of articles about Korea decreased and the approach 
toward Korean news changed. Between 1922 and 1925, there are only three 
articles about Korea. Two are news items about Korean attempts to assassinate 
Japanese Baron Tanaka in Shanghai and the election of a new president by the 
Korean Provisional Government.
536
 The other articles introduced Japanese 
administration in Korea, published as a series of two articles, because “it is an 
example to give certain interesting ideas.” 537  The piece, which was 
reproduced from La Revue du Pacifique, introduced an article written by Dr. 
Rentaro Mizuno, the Minister of Interior Affairs of Japan. It said that Japanese 
colonization of Korea had improved its education, local autonomy, health and 
hygiene. Japan pursued happiness and well-being for Koreans, it asserted, 
which resulted in Korea having an advanced civilization. This was precisely 
the official Japanese view of the colonization of Korea.  
In general, between 1919 and 1921, Korea received considerable 
attention from TI. However, after 1922, there were not many articles about 
Korea, and they were quite brief. The number of articles and the extent of 
analysis seem to be closely related to world affairs as well as recent events in 
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Korea during the period. As seen above, the March First Movement and 
Korean appeal to world powers in the Paris Peace Conference in 1919, and the 
founding of the Association of Friends of Korea in 1921 resulted in many 
articles about Korea.  
In publishing these articles, it seems that TI was heavily affected by 
French newspapers in terms of its source of information and approach. When 
French journalism was interested in Korea, TI published articles about it as 
well. For instance, though the March First movement happened in March, TI 
only began to report it from late June. This may be because Korea’s situation 
was known among Western countries after the Korean delegation arrived in 
Paris in March and began work in April. Although the Western powers 
ignored the Korean petition, some newspapers such as Entente and Le Petit 
Marseillais reported Korea’s situation and criticized world powers.538 TI’s 
approach toward current events in Korea might have been influenced by 
French interests and views. For example, the articles published between 1919 
and 1921 showed a sympathetic Vietnamese view of Korea and reported 
Korean independence movements in that way. This could be attributed to the 
French  ewspaper’s friendly attitude toward Korea which was possibly 
influenced by the March First Movement, activities of the Association of 
Friends of Korea and the French  over me t’s mission to investigate the 
situation in Korea and Shandong at that time. Both government and non-
government activities related to East Asia might have contributed making 
known the reality of Japanese colonization. In addition, as the renewal of the 
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Anglo-Japanese Alliance and Washington Conference attracted great 
attention, there were some negative views toward Japanese ambitions in 
Western countries, which might have affected the French editors’ view of 
Japan as well during the period. In such an atmosphere, several news articles 
criticized Japanese rule in Korea and Japa ’s approach to Shandong, which 
might have influenced TI. During this period, Vietnamese writers categorized 
Korea together with Vietnam, and told readers there was something to learn 
from Korea’s case in terms of international relations and competition amongst 
great powers.  
It is interesting and unexpected that only NPTC and TI, two of the most 
Francophile newspapers in Vietnam, published several articles about Korean 
independence movements and showed a sympathetic view during this period. 
On the other hand, there was little mention of other colo ies’ anti-colonial 
activities in the radical publication Cloche Fêlée. This seems to be 
contradictory, considering the political orientation of the periodicals. What can 
be the reason for this? One must take into account the fact that NPTC and TI 
published a number of articles about or mentioning Korea, sometimes in a 
sympathetic way. Firstly, both newspapers gave a good deal of space to 
international news as compared to other newspapers including CF. Thus, both 
published many articles about East Asia, notably Japan and China, as well as 
Western powers and their colonies, and international relations, so that Korea 
could appear more often than in other newspapers. On the contrary, CF could 
not afford a regular subscription to news agencies such as Havas or ARIP, and 
so it focused on political analysis rather than reporting foreign news.
539
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In addition, as discussed above, NPTC and TI were influenced by French 
newspapers in terms of their information and tone. Hence, they often followed 
the tendencies of French newspapers. Therefore, if the French press paid 
attention to news about Korea or Japan, it was possible to republish the 
articles from those newspapers. Moreover, in the case of TI, according to 
Peycam, though the press always recognized colonial legitimacy, it did not 
fear colonial censorship, asserted its political position against that of the 
colonial government, and later even showed more radical ideas in some of 
articles.
540
 Thus, to insist on local participation in politics and to protect 
Vietnamese interests in business, they could cite Korea’s case to show its 
improvement under Japanese rule, or the outbreak of revolt when colonized 
people were not treated properly.  
Lastly, the approach which looks contradictory may imply that the 
 ewspapers’ perspective and approach could be different toward domestic 
news and international news. For instance, NPTC and TI were not enthusiastic 
in reporting their compatriots’ efforts towards independence in Paris or in 
China. However, they were diligent in reporting on Gandhi and Egyptian 
movements and wrote about Korean  atio alists’ activities in Paris and China 
and the March First Movement. This might be because the tone of newspapers 
depends on their interests, i.e, toward their own country and foreign countries. 
To report about Korean independence movements would not bring significant 
impact or harm to their society or their position. Hence, they might be more 
flexible in reporting that kind of news rather than news about Vietnamese 
nationalists. Nevertheless, it must be noted that, with some exceptions, to 
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applaud or support Japanese colonialism was still a prevalent view in news 
about Korea in Vietnamese periodicals during the period.  
 
Vietnamese News in Korean Periodicals 
While Vietnamese journalism became active in Hanoi and Saigon from 
the late 1910s, Korean journalism resumed from 1920 as Japanese colonial 
policy changed. Among several newspapers and magazines, this section 
analyzes two newspapers, Donga Ilbo and Maeil Sinbo, and one magazine, 
Kaebyok. The three periodicals would be expected to have different tones 
according to their orientation. As discussed above, while Donga Ilbo was a 
representative nationalist newspaper and most popular at that time, Maeil 
Sinbo was also popular but represented the Japanese voice. The magazine 
Kaebyok was the most popular and influential, and sometimes featured radical 
voices.  
Donga Ilbo published the largest number of articles, more than forty 
mentioning or discussing Vietnam in between 1920 and 1925, excluding news 
about the Phạm H ng Thái incident. The newspaper presented a range of news 
articles about Vietnam from news items to detailed articles about Vietnamese 
history and independence movements. There was also an article which looks 
like tabloid news. For instance, there is an article entitled “O ly Ancient Style 
Imperial House in East Asia” with a subtitle “Life of the Pitiful Annamese 
Emperor and Empress who Depend on a Foreign Power”. With this article was 
a photo of the Vietnamese Emperor, Khải Định, and the Empress wearing 
colorful silk royal robes. The article explained that Annam had had a 3000-
year long history in which ethnic Chinese and ethnic Indians had lived 
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together, but it had become a protectorate of France about forty years ago. 
Koreans might have had information that there was an ethnic group related to 
Indians, possibly the Chams or Khmers. It sarcastically stated that the 
“Viet amese royal family [is] richly attired living in a magnificent palace 
although the succession to the throne depends on foreign power”. 541 
Although Khải Định was succeeded by his son Bảo Đại, Korean intellectuals 
including the author knew that the Vietnamese royal family was not able to 
decide the succession by themselves due to French intervention.
542
  
Many news articles brought up Annam as an example of a colonized 
country alongside India and Burma, or mentioned it in articles about French 
colonial policy such as French language policy in education or international 
affairs related to France, which is similar to the approach in Vietnamese 
newspapers as well as Korean newspapers a decade earlier. Generally, there 
was no commentary in such kind of news and the news maintained a neutral 
voice but sometimes showed a sympathetic view toward Vietnam. For 
example, an article about travelling from Annam to Russia stated that while 
Hanoi was glamorous and had Western style streets, the houses and villages 
along with the railroad were pitiful. The writer felt grief because the 
appearance of the villages was so similar to that of Korea, reminding him the 
same misery of people who had lost their country.
543
 
Like Nam Phong and  a Tri une  n ig ne, Donga Ilbo paid 
considerable attention to international news. It was interested in French 
relations with China and Japan since these ties could affect Korean lives to 
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some extent. For instance, an article entitled “Cou termeasures against Korean 
Resistance in Jiandao [bordering North Korea and Russia currently] in Chi a” 
reported a Franco-Chinese agreement regarding Vietnamese resistance in the 
border area between China and French Indochina in detail, which could be a 
case of Chinese-Japanese agreement.
544
 Likewise, when there were 
negotiations about a tariff agreement between Japan and France which would 
affect the Korean economy, relevant news items appeared several times 
between 1924 and 1925. Since Korea sometimes imported Annam rice, a 




Meanwhile, Donga Ilbo constantly paid attention to the miserable 
situation of Vietnam and its ongoing resistance against France, which 
displayed Korean solidarity and support for Vietnam. For instance, in 
September 1920, three articles reported the rumor that the French was 
considering transferring Vietnam to the US in order to clear off their debts. In 
the articles, the author expressed his bitter disappointment at French 
civilization and severely criticized how the French had sought democracy 
through the French Revolution and a war which opposed Germa y’s 
militarism, but “ ow it is planning such an inhumanity and a seared 
conscience to sell one country to another”. The articles also show Korean 
sympathetic support for the Vietnamese, saying that “we are not sure whether 
the rumor is true or not, but we are crying because of the ruin of Vietnam for 
the second time”. Then it encouraged Vietnam, stating that “we have heard 
your tragedy and your tireless efforts to recover the cou try” and ended with 
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the line “Viet amese, do not be disappointed and carry o !”546  
There are several news items about Vietnamese independence 
movements. The news articles reported incorrectly that revolts broke out in 
Annam in August 1922 and in August 1925.
547
 These two reports were based 
on information delivered by telegram from Shanghai, but they do not seem to 
be correct. While the former is very brief with no details, the latter provides 
detailed information, reflecting the Korean perspective on Vietnamese 
independence movements. The article said that, while the Annamese had not 
carried on independence movement for a while, A  am’s independence 
activities were realized as a war. According to the author, such a fact was not 
known to the world, because the French blocked the spread of information, 
and was made known only by a newspaper in Guangdong, so the author tried 
to contact a person staying in the area. The article explained that an immediate 
cause of the conflict was the capture of Phan Bội Châu who was known as So 
Namja (巢南子, his literary name) in Korea because of The History of the 
Loss of Vietnam, and the independence army was successful in extricating him 
from Hanoi. The articles also described the activities of Vietnamese 
 atio alists’ in China and tried to explain to Korean readers the recent 
situation in Hanoi, but the information was obviously wrong. Although it was 
true that Phan Bội Châu was arrested and returned to Vietnam, there was no 
group that took him out of prison in Hanoi. The author had received wrong 
information through a member of Guomindang in Guangdong. It seems that 
Korean nationalists, and perhaps Chinese nationalists, were sympathetic to the 
cause and efforts of the Vietnamese, and thus were enthusiastic to know about 
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this incident and tried to get updates. Another editor of the newspaper 
expressed his support with a cry, “Heaven, please answer them!”548 
Maeil Sinbo shows a different approach toward news related to Vietnam 
and French colonization. It was the second most popular newspaper in the 
1920s and the only Korean language newspaper published between 1910 and 
1945 as an organ of the Government-General of Korea. The newspaper 
presented the official Japanese view of Vietnam and other foreign countries. 
Thus, as for anti-colonial activities, the newspaper was silent, and published a 
very short article concerning a “Viet amese revolt” only once.549 The article 
explained that the revolt broke out in Tonkin, and rebels occupied the capital 
Tonkin, thus “the situation is very serious”. This may have been referred to the 
Thái Nguyên uprising which was launched by military garrison in that 
province in Tonkin. The news was based on a telegram from Hong Kong, and 
it seems that they were confusing Hanoi and the region of Tonkin (both of 
which could be referred to in Chinese as “東京”). Thus, they wrongly 
understood that the capital had been captured during the revolt. Obviously, the 
news did not show any sympathy or support for the revolt, but only recognized 
the seriousness of the situation.  
There are quite a number of articles, about thirty, referring to Vietnam in 
the news articles about France, international relations, colonial affairs and so 
on between 1910 and 1925 in Maeil Sinbo. During and after World War I, 
Vietnam was often referred to in the articles dealing with international affairs 
as a French colony. Among those, there is an interesting article showing 
Japanese pride as a victorious country and their image in foreign countries. 
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According to the article, which was based on a telegram from Tokyo, there 
were victory celebrations in each province in Indochina after World War I. 
When the national flags of the Allied Powers as well as Japan were hoisted, all 
French and Vietnamese showed good will to the Japanese. In addition to this 
kind of article, the newspaper often mentioned Vietnam in pieces about China. 
For example, an article entitled “A History of Rise and Fall of China for Last 
Three-hundred Years”, Vietnam was mentioned as a country that China had 
yielded to French rule in the Sino-French War.
550
 This kind of approach 
towards Korean news also appeared in Vietnamese newspapers. Thus, in 
contemporary news articles, Korea and Vietnam still associated each other 
with China. For instance, Korean articles frequently wrote about French 
colonization of Vietnam as Chi a’s loss of Vietnam, and Vietnamese articles 
also often referred to Korean history and culture within the Chinese cultural 
sphere. Although China was no longer the center of world to the Koreans and 
the Vietnamese, its influence and role in their history was recognized in their 
understandings of each other.  
Some articles introduced Viet am’s general situation and recent state. 
Those were based on first-hand experiences, which implies that travel between 
Korea and Vietnam became easier and more frequent, compared to the past. 
The news article “A  am”, and “The Recent State of Annam 1, 2 and 3” were 
published based on reports written by a Korean industrial inspection team in 
Indochina and a Korean man during his stay there.
551
 These articles 
introduced Viet am’s population, industry, commerce, French colonial policy, 
education and so on. In particular, the latter illustrated the hard life of the 
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Vietnamese under French rule. According to the article, there were almost no 
educational institutions and no freedom to travel overseas. In addition, a poll 
tax created serious trouble among the Vietnamese, which was described in 
detail. It could give the impression to readers that life was harder for the 
Vietnamese than for the Koreans. It differentiated between Korea and 
Vietnam, rather than categorizing the two colonies as having shared similar 
sufferings. This kind of tone continued in the other articles. Three articles in 
1923 emphasized that “Korea’s situation and status are different from other 
colonies such as India and An am.” It said that after colonization, every aspect 
of Korea was improved, thus “the Koreans were happy compared to colonies 
under British or French rule.” 552  This message was precisely Japanese 
propaganda on colonization.  
When Governor-General Merlin visited Korea in 1924, information on 
the general situation of Vietnam was published because “Viet am was not well 
known in Korea”. It is the most comprehensive article about Vietnam in Maeil 
Sinbo. It introduced the population and total land area of Vietnam, 
colonization, climate and race, and the Governor-General of Indochina, only 
excluding Vietnamese efforts for independence.
553
 It was natural for a 
government newspaper to focus on general information about Vietnam from 
the colonial standpoint, while Donga Ilbo criticized French colonization of 
Vietnam when Merlin came to Korea.  
Kaebyok (Creation, 1920-1926) was one of the most popular and 
influential monthly magazines in colonial Korea. Its circulation reached 
between 8,000 and 9,000 copies on average and it was called “the king of 
                                                          
552
 Maeil Sinbo 14 April and 4, 9 June 1923.  
553
 Maeil Sinbo 27 May 1924. 
251 
 
magazines”, being evaluated as “faithfully speaking for the Korean public”.554 
It was founded in June 1920 by Chundogyo (Heavenly Ways Religion), a local 
religious sect in Korea. It covered not only political, economic and social 
issues but also socialist literature and academic topics such as history and 
geography. This was the magazine most often suppressed by Japanese 
authorities.
555
 In the magazine, there are more than ten articles mentioning or 
discussing Vietnam, although Vietnam was not the main focus of these 
articles. Most of them categorized Vietnamese as an oppressed people and 
identified Vietnam as an example of a colonized country that had received 
inhumane treatment, like the Indians, Burmese, and Filipinos. In a 
retrospective article of 1924, the editor sarcastically remarked that “Birds of 
the same feather flock to ether” for the meeting between Governor-General 
Merlin and Governor-General Saito.
556
  
Interestingly, the magazine shows a different approach toward the book 
The History of the Loss of Vietnam. It said that the Koreans were drawn to the 
book when Korea entered the Protectorate Treaty aiming at constitutional 
monarchy, but that this was a ridiculous idea from the present perspective 
because of its author’s monarchism. 557  While other Korean newspapers 
mentioned that the book shared Korea’s grief of losing its country, this 
magazine thought that the central idea of the book was outdated because its 
political inclination supporting monarchy. This can be one of the signs that 
some Koreans had moved toward more radical ideas. In fact, around that time, 
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some Korean intellectuals were inclined towards radicalism and the 
ma azi e’s editors were one of them.  
Generally speaking, the Koreans and the Vietnamese viewed each other 
as colonies of other empires, along with India, Egypt, the Philippines and 
Burma. Most news articles cited in this chapter referred to Vietnam and Korea 
when reporting news about France and Japan respectively. Obviously, they did 
not pay as much interest to each other as they did to China and Japan. 
However, they perceived each other as sharing cultural factors such as 
Confucianism, Buddhism, and Chinese characters. Although these 
commonalities were not significant enough to merit particular attention, those 
were the factors which still motivated them to continue to pay attention to 
some extent.  
Furthermore, the Korean and the Vietnamese newspapers reported 
recent events such as natural disasters and incidents without in-depth analysis, 
just for the sake of providing general information to readers or arousing 
interest. However, some periodicals published detailed news articles. For 
example, several articles in Nam Phong discussed the history and culture of 
Korea, and the interesting story of a Korean female independence activist. In 
particular, Donga Ilbo and  a Tri une  n ig ne published a number of articles 
reporting anti-colonial movements and current affairs.  
Thirdly, the political orientation of the editorial board was an important 
factor in understanding the perception the papers had towards Vietnam or 
Korea in general. In Korea, while the nationalist newspaper Donga Ilbo 
published more articles about Vietnamese independence movements in a 
sympathetic tone, Maeil Sinbo reported Vietnam news through the lenses of 
253 
 
the colonial enterprise. The fact that the Chinese version of Nam Phong paid 
more attention to Korea can be considered in the same vein. Since the editorial 
board as well as readers were familiar with traditional Chinese culture and 
were interested in East Asia, more articles about Korea could logically have 
been published. However, this was not always the case. One might expect that 
radical periodicals such as La Cloche Fêlée and Kaebyok would produce more 
articles about anti-colonial movements in other colonies and express solidarity 
or support. However, after researching these periodicals, I found that the 
political orientation of newspapers did not exactly correspond with their 
contents and approach toward foreign news, at least, during the time period I 
researched. On the other hand,  a Tri une  n ig ne, a Francophile newspaper, 
published news of Korean  atio alists’ activities in Paris, the Koreans’ 
miserable situation in the Far East and the establishment of an association for 
supporting Korea’s independence, though the view reflected French interest 
and the perspective of French newspapers. It seems that when French 
newspapers did not present a sympathetic view,  a Tri une  n ig ne returned 
to its colonial voice as discussed above.  
 
Conclusion 
In comparison to the past, knowledge about Korea and Vietnam 
increased and became more popular in the two countries. By the mid-
nineteenth century, a small group consisting of government officials and 
intellectuals could meet each other in Beijing and exchange information. But 
as journalism developed and contact with foreigners and foreign press 
increased, large numbers of people could receive information about Korea and 
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Vietnam. They were aware that they shared a similar cultural background and 
writing systems based on Chinese characters. Korean and Vietnamese 
newspapers published articles about each other’s history, culture, colonization, 
politics and economy, and people became more familiar with each other.  
However, it should be pointed out that Korean and Vietnamese interest 
in one another was not great during the period this chapter focuses on. They 
paid much more attention to world powers and other big countries in East 
Asia. This might be because there was no need to focus on each other since 
Korea and Vietnam were colonized and relatively small in terms of power and 
size, compared to other East Asian countries, and had no direct effect on their 
lives. Moreover, they were not the only case study of colonized countries to be 
studied, but just one of many cases, alongside India, Burma, Egypt and 
Poland. In fact, India attracted more attention as a leading country of anti-
resistance movements. Nevertheless, they continued to pay a certain degree of 
attention to each other and it became greater compared to the previous century. 
When Koreans talked about the Southeast Asian region, mostly they 
mentioned Vietnam first, although Siam was often discussed as a successful 
case of maintaining independence. Likewise, when Vietnam discussed the East 
Asian cultural sphere, Korea was frequently mentioned. 
From the end of the nineteenth century onwards, Korea and Vietnam 
were used as case studies by patriots in Vietnam and Korea respectively to 
awaken their countrymen and urge for reform. In particular, the Koreans paid 
considerable attention to Vietnam in the first decade of the twentieth century. 
Vietnam became widely introduced in Korea to warn Koreans of imperialism’s 
threats. The introduction of The History of the Loss of Vietnam was the main 
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reason why many Koreans knew about Vietnam and paid more attention to its 
situation. Some Chinese approached Korea and Vietnam in a similar way, to 
urge the Chinese to reform by showing that the Koreans and the Vietnamese 
had lost their country because they failed to make it strong. It is clearly seen in 
Liang Qichao’s publication of two books about Korea in 1904 and Vietnam in 
1905. The two cases intended to awaken Chinese people, but the publications 
contributed to popularizing Viet am’s case in Korea and vice versa. The 
Vietnamese were also aware of Korea’s situation and constantly paid attention. 
They tried to learn from the fall of Korea, as seen from the introduction of the 
book The Short History of the Loss of Korea in Vietnam.  
Korean and Vietnamese approaches and perspectives toward each other 
in the 1920s look different, compared to the 1900s. They gave more weight to 
world news, which might be because external influences became more 
important in their lives. It was a great change, compared to several decades 
earlier. The colonial system was established in both countries and their lives 
were closely connected with their colonial masters. Korean and Vietnamese 
newspapers diligently reported international affairs related to Japan or France, 
respectively. Their approaches toward international news were greatly affected 
by the colonial regime and its publication policy. Although the number of 
news articles in both countries mentioning one another also increased, the 
articles mostly focused on Japan or France.  
As transportation and telegraphic connections developed, information 
about other countries quickly circulated, and they could have more knowledge 
of recent affairs in Korea or Vietnam. Some journalists tried to learn from each 
other, not for awakening their countrymen as they had previously, but for 
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referencing one a other’s case to demand improvements in colonial policy or 
to understand international relations in the 1920s. Some news articles still 
displayed sympathy towards the other countries, but they dealt with each 
other’s colonization as a fait accompli. Interactions between Korean and 
Vietnamese nationalists or radical parties mostly rarely appeared in the 
newspapers except Phạm H ng Thái’s case in Korean newspapers, but, in fact, 
their interactions in China became active from the mid-1920s, as discussed in 
Chapters 3 and 4. Korean and Vietnamese anti-colonialists sympathized with 
each other and sought cooperation.  
Overall, with the experience of imperialism, there were radical changes 
in Korean and Vietnamese perceptions of one another. On the one hand, when 
faced with the threat of imperialism, and when Confucian ideas and order 
began to be dissolved, their attitude toward their neighbors shifted with the 
weakening of their common worldview. Although they still acknowledged 
their similar cultural background, which was one of the factors that raised their 
interest in each other, the Koreans and the Vietnamese perceived each other 
not as civilized neighbors but as countries whose failures had led to 
colonization. On the other hand, the recognition that they were in a similar 
predicament led to the development of mutual interest and solidarity between 
them. This development was more obvious among overseas independence 
activists.  
Such a complicated view was shown in the news article about the 
Governor-General Merli ’s visit as quoted in the introduction of this chapter. 
The article said that Koreans learnt about Vietnam after reading The History of 
the Loss of Vietnam in the 1900s, and were deeply moved by its fall. Even 
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after its ban in 1909, the Koreans still remembered the book and Vietnamese 
suffering because it was analogous to the Korea s’ fate. Thus, although the 
Koreans had a favorable impression of France because of the French 
Revolution, their attitude remained ambivalent. They recognized the brutality 
of French colonial policy and the condition of the Vietnamese under colonial 
rule, which affected their perceptions of French imperialism.  
Meanwhile, interestingly, the Korean perceptions of Vietnam, in 
particular those disseminated in The History of the Loss of Vietnam, did not 
disappear but continued to influence Koreans. Even after decolonization, The 
History of the Loss of Vietnam was discussed in Korean newspapers, and was 
considered to have created certain images of Vietnam in Korea. A news article 
in 1958 said that the book was known to everyone over 40 years old.
558
 The 
interest in Vietnam even led to the academic study of Vietnam. For example, 
Choi Sang-soo, the author of The Relations between Korea and Vietnam 
published in 1966, said that his connection with Vietnam began in his boyhood 
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“Korean nationalists attempted to raise historical consciousness among 
the public by introducing translations of other cou tries’ histories, in 
particular, the rise and fall of countries such as The History of America’s 
Independence and The History of the Loss of Vietnam.”560 
 
This short sentence in a Korean high school history text book was what 
aroused my interest in early twentieth-century Vietnam. Since Korea 
established diplomatic relations with the US in 1882 and there were many 
American missionaries who founded schools and hospitals in Korea, public 
interest in America was understandable. In addition, America’s independence 
inspired many Korean intellectuals who pursued self-strengthening. But I was 
curious as to the history of Vietnam, which was already colonized, attracted 
special interest from the Korean public, how the book was introduced into 
Korea and how people responded to the book. As my interest developed, I 
raised several questions such as why the Vietnamese story was especially 
appealing to Koreans, whether they knew each other’s situation, what kind of 
perceptions they had toward each other, and more broadly, what kind of 
relations they had at that time and how those relations could be characterized.  
To understand Korean and Vietnamese relations, the cultural similarities 
which stemmed from the Confucian ecumene and common experiences of the 
modern period, such as division and civil war, one must go back to the 
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colonial period at least and even earlier period as well. A study of the period 
sheds light not only on their relations but also on the way in which they 
reacted to external threats and responded to new ideas from the West. Since 
their activities were transnational, we need to approach the two countries 
within a broad framework.  
Therefore, this thesis looks at Korean-Vietnamese relations in the early 
twentieth century from a broad context. It examines Korea-Vietnam relations 
through their direct interactions, focusing on bilateral exchanges along with 
international cooperation among Asians, and their images and perceptions 
expressed in their writings, mostly newspapers, during the period. Moreover, 
the role of the two colonial empires is considered. By examining 
correspondence regarding specific events between Japan and France, this 
study attempts to understand the nature of their cooperation and the 
restrictions imposed on Korean and Vietnamese nationalists.  
I conclude this thesis by returning to two broad questions which have 
spanned the entire study. The first question is what stimulated Koreans and 
Vietnamese to pay particular attention to each other at the turn of the twentieth 
century. Korea-Vietnam relations during that time differed significantly from 
the previous period. Although the two countries belonged to the same 
international system, it had largely dissolved by the late nineteenth century. 
After Viet am’s colonization, Koreans paid more attention to Vietnam and 
active interactions gradually developed between nationalists from the two 
countries. These contacts were facilitated, I argue, by the Sinographic 
Cosmopolis to which they belonged and to the similar political conditions they 
were facing.  
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To answer the question, this study starts by tracing some parallels in pre-
modern Korean and Vietnamese history and the cultural similarities between 
them within the Sinographic Cosmopolis. Then, it examines their common 
experiences before the twentieth century through a comparative perspective to 
trace these experiences and their similar responses during the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries. Such experiences stimulated them to move to 
the same places and interact with each other.  
This time period was crucial, as the traditional East Asian world order 
and its accompanying worldview had collapsed. Korea and Vietnam 
encountered the threat of Western and Japanese imperialism. They confronted 
external forces and were connected to the outside world in much broader ways 
than had previously been the case. This stimulated and motivated various 
movements in each country, but at the same time, hindered their activities in 
often discouraging ways. Chi a’s defeat in the Sino-French War and the First 
Sino-Japanese War, after unsuccessful intervention on behalf of its vassals, 
shattered its superiority in the eyes of Koreans and Vietnamese, and China 
became recognized as a “sick man” of the world. These developments 
dramatically changed international relations within the region. 
Subsequently, the transformation of i tellectuals’ worldviews and the 
influence of new ideas such as pan-Asianism and Social Darwinism 
influenced nationalists to move overseas and to view their neighbors in 
specific ways. China lost its leadership and dominance, while Japan appeared 
to some Asians as a model or leader for East Asia or even all of Asia. Many 
Asian intellectuals began to criticize Chi a’s weakness and backwardness and 
took Japan as a successful case of reform and modernization. Nonetheless, the 
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Sinographic Cosmopolis still functioned for Koreans and Vietnamese despite 
Chi a’s weakness, and they continued to pay close attention to developments 
there. They launched resistance movements based on traditional Confucian 
morality and introduced New Leaning through Chinese translations of Western 
or Japanese books or writings by Chinese authors. Thus, intellectuals in the 
Sinographic Cosmopolis read the same books and newspapers, and embraced 
Western ideas based on the same translations and interpretations by Chinese or 
Japanese thinkers.  
Finally, the most important factor to stimulate interactions between 
Koreans and Vietnamese may have been the sense of “shari   the same 
predicame t”, namely their common struggle against colonialism. The 
Confucian ecumene, although still culturally significant, was displaced in 
terms of its political power and importance in the region by imperialism and 
colonialism. Colonialism not only restricted  atio alists’ activities at home but 
also made them realize that their strength was insufficient to achieve 
modernization or independence. It provided a powerful motivation to move 
overseas to launch anti-colonial activities, seek aid from other powers, study 
for self-strengthening and pursue cooperation with other Asians. In particular, 
pan-Asianism and the rise of Japan, the Chinese Revolution of 1911, and the 
Paris Peace Conference pushed Korean and Vietnamese nationalists to become 
more mobile. I argue that along with their shared cultural background, a sense 
of shared political conditions and common political objectives became even 
more important. After decolonization, these shared political conditions and 
connections remained important to link the two countries in the international 
scene. The Democratic People's Republic of Korea and Democratic Republic 
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of Vietnam were bound together in a “Commu ist ecume e”, while the 
Republic of Korea and Republic of Vietnam belonged to an “a ti-Communist 
ecume e”.  
The second question concerns the broader characteristics which can be 
identified in Korean and Vietnamese relations during the early twentieth 
century. First of all, their interactions show that transnational interchanges 
among East Asians during that period had become more frequent and more 
complex than the occasional interactions in the traditional system, such as 
meetings among envoys in Beijing. Moreover, for Koreans even these contacts 
had been limited to envoys and traders who regularly visited China, while 
most Koreans had stayed inside their country for their whole lives. Vietnamese 
interchanges with foreigners and foreign countries were much more vibrant: 
imperial officials and traders travelled and visited China and other neighboring 
countries on government ships. Vietnamese Catholics had contact with French 
missionaries and some entered seminaries overseas such as in Penang. 
Nevertheless, like their counterparts in Korea, most intellectuals had never left 
for foreign countries or pursued cooperation with other Asians.  
However, at the turn of the twentieth century, greater numbers of people 
moved overseas and their boundaries for activities were broadened. Anti-
colonialists, students, government officials, Christians, and political or 
economic refugees crossed borders. More Koreans and Vietnamese became 
involved in global affairs and began to follow global developments. They 
travelled not only to Japan and China but also to the US, Russia and Western 
Europe. As a result, those who interacted with other Asians became more 
numerous and diverse. Now nationalists and students from various 
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backgrounds sympathized with each other and tried to cooperate as seen in the 
case of Lam Quảng Trung in Japan and Phạm H ng Thái in China. In addition, 
many others learnt about each other’s situation through newspapers and other 
publications.  
A second aspect of Korean-Vietnamese relations during this period 
relates to the traditional Sinographic Cosmopolis. Although in some ways the 
Cosmopolis was temporarily weakened by the rise of pro-Japanese and pan-
Asian sentiment, after 1911 it reappeared in a reinvigorated form. China 
became the stage for anti-colonial activities and an active player as it 
expressed sympathy or provided support for Korean and Vietnamese activities. 
In particular, after the 1911 Revolution Korean and Vietnamese nationalists 
turned to China for inspiration, leadership, aid, refuge and as a base for their 
activities.  
Vietnamese and Korean revolutionaries actively worked with the GMD 
or CCP from the 1920s. For instance, among non-communist nationalists, the 
GMD provided protection, finance, and training for the Korean Provisional 
Government and the Việt Nam Quốc Dân Đảng, and even radical figures such 
as H  Chí Minh and Kim Won-bong before the Communist-Nationalist split. 
When GMD forces occupied northern Vietnam after the Japanese surrender in 
1945, VNQDĐ exiles from China accompanied them, and Chinese 
commanders in Hanoi provided support for local VNQDĐ elements.  
Even after the Revolution of 1949, the People’s Republic of China 
provided assistance to its socialist brothers, the DPRK and the DRV. It 
provided not only military assistance but also advice on strategies and tactics 
as well as an Asian model of struggle and building of a socialist country. 
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Though the DPRK and DRV did not always follow Chi a’s path and advice, 
and the relations between the PRC and its “two younger brothers” were not 
always smooth, the Cosmopolis continued to function. Geographical 
proximity, cultural similarities, and interwoven historical experiences 
remained important.  
A third characteristic of Korean-Vietnamese relations was that their 
stance toward imperialism and imperial powers shifted according to their 
political purposes and interests. Even anti-colonialists distinguished between 
the world power which had colonized them and the others which had not. 
While they criticized their own colonial master’s cruel and inhumane policy, if 
someone else’s master could help them to regain independence, they would 
accept the assistance. Thus, Prince Cường Để returned to Japan after having 
been deported. Phan Bội Châu knew and wrote about the fall of Ryukyu to 
Japan, but he headed to Japan to seek aid. Likewise, Koreans sought Fra ce’s 
aid and protection in the French Concession in Shanghai, even though they 
were familiar with Fra ce’s colonial policies in Vietnam.  
Although such views and actions seem to be contradictory, however, 
their activities were the result of considering various factors. For Cường Để 
and Phan Bội Châu, there was no obvious alternative to Japan as a possible 
ally against France. Likewise, Koreans admired French civilization and 
appreciated France for its protection of nationalists in the FCS. However, at 
the same time, they were aware of Vietnamese suffering just as Vietnamese 
knew of Japanese brutal policies in Korea. They gradually realized the nature 
of imperialism, yet they sought assistance from imperial powers until or even 
after decolonization. They used these powers for their own purposes.  
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France and Japa ’s cooperation with each other also depended on their 
national interests. They tried to cooperate in monitoring or cracking down on 
anti-colonial activities by Vietnamese in Japan and Koreans in the FCS. 
Sometimes they were satisfied with their cou terpart’s cooperation, but 
sometimes they fell into suspicion and distrust, despite their fundamental 
desire to maintain friendly and cooperative relations. Both came to the 
negotiating table several times over Korean and Vietnamese issues, but they 
never again reached the degree of consensus that they had achieved in 1907. 
Fra ce’s distrust may be partially attributable to its racial prejudice toward 
Japan, the only Asian imperialist and a possible future threat in the Far East. 
Japan also suspected that France covertly supported Korean nationalists in the 
FCS. Such suspicion and distrust between Japan and Western empires would 
become a factor in its march toward Southeast Asia a decade later—although 
ironically the fact that Indochina remained under the authority of Vichy France 
meant that Japan could occupy the colony but not take political control until 
the final months of the war.  
Fourth, Korean-Vietnamese relations during the period of this study 
were characterized by what can be described as a kind of regionalism 
combined with racism. Pan-Asianism is the most notable case. Threatened by 
Western imperialism, East Asians found the possible solution in alliances with 
each other or other Asians from outside the region. Pan-Asian slogans mainly 
appeared in Japan, China and Korea and generally covered East Asia before 
1900. They understood world affairs as the struggle between the yellow and 
white “races” and emphasized Asian solidarity, although the parameters of the 
“yellow race” differed according to each cou try’s sphere of interest. The 
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scope of pan-Asianism broadened as East Asians encountered intellectuals 
from Southeast Asia, South Asia and West Asia. 
Japa ’s triumph in the Russo-Japanese War was a turning point in 
international history in terms of politics and Asian perceptions, as its 
successful modernization engendered the possibility that other Asian countries 
could accomplish the same feat. It stimulated many Asian nationalists to head 
to Japan and to accept its leadership. Asians admired “Japa ’s synthesis of 
Western modernity with its own cultural traditio s”.561 However, it must be 
noted that the influence of pan-Asianism was limited to a specific group of 
people in each country. Moreover, many people admired Western civilization 
and directly went to the US or Europe rather than learning via Japan. Pan-
Asianism could also be trumped by nationalism, as seen in Shin Chae-ho’s 
case.   
The emergence of Japa ’s leadership in Asia implied the decentering of 
China. Even so, initially Japan’s leadership role was still based on an equal 
relationship. Decentering China was one of the factors to propel nationalism, 
in particular among intellectuals. In East Asian countries, along with 
Sinocentrism, autonomous identity or consciousness existed which has been 
defined as “proto- atio alism” or “pre-modern  atio alism” by scholars. Pore 
defines such characteristics of Koreans and Vietnamese as a “pro-imperial-
anti-colonial duality” formed through their historical experiences with 
China.
562
 As what can be called a traditional Sino-centric transnational 
identity disintegrated, it was replaced by new types of transnational identity 
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such as pan-Asianism and/or nationalism.
563
 
Meanwhile, although pan-Asianism contributed to the beginning of 
Korean-Vietnamese interactions, such activities cannot be seen solely in that 
framework. Their interactions prove that pan-Asianism could easily function 
because of a shared traditional culture and the ongoing shared experience of 
colonialism. While pan-Asianism envisaged Japa ’s leadership in Asian 
solidarity and alliance, after 1910 Korean-Vietnamese interactions in many 
cases were not based on that principle. However, their feelings of solidarity 
and cooperation for common pursuits can still be understood in a broader 
“Asia ist” framework of regionalism linked to the Confucian ecumene.  
Different relations with Japan brought a different trajectory in terms of 
the role and impact of pan-Asianism in Korea and Vietnam. Korean advocates 
confronted a contradiction: the concept they advocated for their nation served 
to justify colonization by Japan. Thus, many nationalists discarded the idea, 
while some still supported the idea and became pro-Japanese. To deny pan-
Asianism in Korea might mean to reject imperialism. By contrast, Vietnamese 
nationalists could advocate pan-Asianism for their  atio ’s independence 
since for them imperialism came from the West, not from Japan, at least, not 
yet. 
A fifth aspect of Korean-Vietnamese relations is linked to the 
development of a print culture, which played a significant role in introducing 
and spreading new ideas among the public. Traditional worldviews caused 
them to continue looking to East Asia, but at the same time, a new worldview 
and developments were important in the newspapers. Direct interactions 
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between the two peoples remained limited to a relatively small group of 
people, but newspapers and periodicals, by reporting news about the other 
country, contributed to raising levels of knowledge among the reading public. 
Books and newspapers functioned not only to provide current information but 
also to create discourses and perceptions of other countries for certain 
purposes, such as warning compatriots about the impending danger of 
imperialism or comparing colonial policy.  
Newspapers also provided up-to-date information about European 
affairs, imperial rivalries, colonial policy and revolt in other colonies, and so 
on. Newspapers in Korea and Vietnam contributed to broaden their readers’ 
interest in global news, which became less distant from their daily lives. For 
example, Vietnamese discussed how global rice prices could affect the price of 
Annam rice. Many Koreans talked about the fall of Vietnam, while 
Vietnamese compared French colonial policy to Japanese policy. Chinese 
newspapers remained an important source of information and interpretations 
about events involving Koreans and Vietnamese. Perceptions formed during 
this period seem to have been durable. Even after decolonization, the ROK 
press mentioned such memories when there were visits of ROV’s leaders.  
Cultural identities which had been formed during the history of 
interactions with China did not disappear during this turbulent period, instead 
constantly shaping Korean and Vietnamese experiences and interactions in the 
historical and cultural framework of the Sinographic Cosmopolis. Current 
Korea-Vietnam relations can be placed in the same context. Although their 
relations were negatively influenced by the Cold War, the shared cultural 
identity survived and still functions. For example, contemporary Korean men 
269 
 
favor Vietnamese women as wives over other Southeast Asian women because 
of cultural similarities. Vietnam also has paid attention to the ROK as a 
possible model for economic development in a relatively short span of time, as 
it has a similar cultural background. (In the environment of political and 
economic reform, the ROK model has trumped any possible emulation of the 
DPRK despite their socialist commonalities.)  
It must be noted that this study has several limitations. Above all, 
relatively fewer Vietnamese secondary sources were used in this thesis. 
Linguistic capability was one of the reasons for this. However, at the same 
time, it is because there are relatively fewer Vietnamese language studies 
about Vietnamese i tellectuals’ ideas during the first quarter of the twentieth 
century, particularly for influential ideas during that time such as pan-
Asianism and Social Darwinism.  
Second, since the thesis focuses on historical background before the 
twentieth century and the first quarter of the twentieth century, it does not 
provide detailed analysis of Korean-Vietnamese relations in the post-colonial 
period. In the 1940s, it seems that the interactions between Koreans and 
Vietnamese continued or became more active among radical groups in 
southern China, albeit temporary in nature. If the period of the study were to 
be extended until the Second Indochina War, we could grasp how the 
Confucian ecumene and regionalism continued to function during the post-
colonial period and how the transnational activities affected Korean and 
Vietnamese activities and politics later on.  
Third, I mainly researched Korean and Vietnamese newspapers for 
analysis of their perceptions of each other. However, it would be also useful to 
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compare Korean and Vietnamese views toward France and Japan respectively. 
In addition, French and Japanese, as well as Chinese, newspapers could 
provide interesting insights to the question. For example, if we compare 
Japanese and Korean news articles about Vietnam and France, or French and 
Vietnamese news about Korea and Japan, we could see to what extent the 
view and information of newspapers in the two colonies was influenced by 
Japanese and French views toward each other and each other’s colonies. Also, 
analysis of articles about Korea and Vietnam, as well as the two empires, in 
Chinese newspapers helps to understand the Chinese press’ influence in terms 
of perspective and sources of information in Korean and Vietnamese 
newspapers.  
Fourth, Russian documents could shed light on interactions between 
Korean and Vietnamese radical groups. In fact, generally Korea belonged to 
the Far East and Vietnam was categorized as Southeast Asia in the regional 
classifications of the Comintern. Thus, there would not be many occasions 
when Korean and Vietnamese revolutionaries cooperated in communist 
conferences and strategy-making at regional bases. Nevertheless, it is certain 
that some of them stayed and studied in Moscow at the same time and worked 
together in China under the Comintern’s guidance. It may have led to 
interactions among them and such relations could have had later effects, in 
particular between DRV and DPRK. Also, they might have had contact 
through or in cooperation with the CCP. Future research on these documents 
and post-colonial affairs would contribute to disclosing such dynamic and 
multifaceted characteristics of Korean and Vietnamese experiences and their 
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